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Three years earlier, Lon Nolan had not known what a pavane was. Now he was danci ng one—f not with
the grace of a sixteenth-century European nobl eman, at |east without tripping over his own feet or
st eppi ng on anyone else's. He was not fond of the nusic; he found it somniferous; but pavanes were
routine elenments to formal officers' dances in the Diligent Mercenary Corps, so he had | earned the
rigid patterns... and to suppress the yawns that the nusic regularly induced. The tunic of his
dress white uniform with its stiff, high collar, helped keep himalert and hel ped ensure that he
kept his back straight and his head high. It was that or have the tabs of his collar bite into his
neck.

He had found dancing | essons to be an al nbst |udicrous sidebar to his service in the DMC. To a
greater extent even than in the North Anerican Union on Earth, nmilitary officers were expected to
be "gentlenen" as well, and the fornmal recreations inposed by nore than a thousand years of
mlitary tradition were observed as if they were Holy Wit.

"It's something to get used to," Captain Matt Olis, Lon's conpany comander, had told himearly
in his career. "It can be inportant to advancenent."

"What do obsol ete dances and the formal etiquette of a class of people who no | onger exist have to
do with being a good soldier?' Lon had asked at the tine.

Olis had snmiled and shook his head gently. "Tradition. Look at it as similar to the fornalized
contests we hold in the nartial arts. No one gets seriously hurt even though
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we're using abilities that can be deadly in conbat. O running around a track, going as fast as
you can to get back to where you started. Wen you get right down to it, does that make any nore
sense?"

"Runni ng is good physical exercise," Lon had said, slightly mffed that runni ng—somethi ng he was
exceptionally good at-—ight be conpared to effete dances.

"You think dancing isn't exercise?" Olis had asked with a |augh. "You' ve seen professiona
dancers. Have you ever seen people in better physical condition? Except maybe for soneone who's
just conpleted our recruit training, that is.”

Lon had found the captain's anusenent annoying, but he restrained hinmself. "Seriously," Olis
continued, "sonetines it's not enough to be the best soldier. You have to be good, but you al so
have to be noticed. That's inportant to an officer who wants to get ahead." He paused for an
instant. ' 'That may be unfortunate, but—so far as |'ve been able to determ ne—t's been that way
in every arnmy that has left anything nore detailed than official histories.”

"Sucki ng up."

"Not really. Call it 'playing the gane.' Coning off like a conplete toady is self-destructive."
There were a half dozen nmajor balls in the social calendar of the DMC, and | esser affairs about
every ot her week except during the hottest months of sunmer in Dirigent Gty. The | esser dances
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could be safely ignored by junior officers. The nmajor balls could not. Lon counted hinself |ucky
when a contract or training kept himfromthose. But contracts had been rare for the Corps during
the past two years. There was, for the nercenaries of the DMC, an unhealthy epidem c of peace. The
only contract for Lon's unit had been three nonths training a mlitia that faced no i nmedi ate
threats. There had been no conmbat. And, at the rate things were going, it nmight be a considerable
time before a conbat contract appeared.
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The musi c ended. Lon bowed to his partner, Angelika Denetrios, daughter of 12th Regiment's
executive officer, and sniled. She smiled back

"I believe | need a breath of fresh air," Angelika said in a timd voice that was as artificial as
t he pavane.

"It is a bit stuffy in here," Lon replied politely, his snile growing at his own thoughts of the
stuffiness of the nusic.

Angel i ka took his arm+though they scarcely touched—and | et himescort her to the veranda on the
eastern facade of Corps Headquarters, which also served as Governnent House for Dirigent. She was
dressed all in white. The dress was of sone stiff material that hel ped to keep her physically
separated from anyone el se. She wore white gloves. Her only jewelry was a strand of white
artificial pearls. Her high-heeled shoes, also white, were (in Lon's down-to-earth view) totally

i mpractical. Even with three-inch heels she was considerably shorter than he, and Lon Nol an was
far frombeing tall.

At one tine Lon had been surprised at the number of young wonen who attended these balls. Al npbst a
meat market, he had thought. Senior officers, both currently serving and retired, appeared to
parade their daughters and ni eces (and occasional |y granddaughters), attenpting to find husbands
for them Once past his initial consternation, Lon had found hinself cynically unsurprised at how
often those efforts were successful. Family connections could be hel pful to an anbitious junior
officer. The grand balls were nore, though. They were attended by married officers and their

wi ves, and by those retired officers as well —sone of whomhad left active service fifty years
before Lon was born

"I't's a shane there are no stars out tonight," Angelika said once they were away fromthe six
pairs of double doors that connected the grand ballroomto the veranda. They were al nost away from

the music as well, but they were not alone. At |east a dozen other couples had nmade the migration
Lon shrugged stiffly. "At least the rain is holding off,"
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he said. What 1'd really like to see is a large noon in the sky, Earth's Mon, he thought.

Dirigent had two insignificant noons of its own, scarcely l|arger than Dei nos and Phobos, the noons
of Mars. Dirigent's noons had proper nanmes, Aurora and Vesper, but to nost of the nmen of the DM,
they were Rat and Muse.

Angel i ka | eaned agai nst the balustrade. Light fromthe ballroom seened to make her brown eyes

twi nkl e. Her conplexion was as pale as the marble of the veranda. She was not unattractive. "These
affairs are so ... artificial," she conplained. Lon was surprised. It was the first sign of
individuality he had noted in her. Until then she had seened interchangeable with a dozen ot her
young woren he had escorted to balls of this type. He sml ed.

"I noticed," he said.

"People can't really get to know each other. It's "wear this' and 'do this, that, and the other
thing,' just the way peopl e have been doing themfor generations. My father had pictures of his
grandnot her taken at one of these affairs, and this dress mght be the exact duplicate of the one
she wore."

"It's a pretty dress," Lon said.

"I't's like wearing razor wire," Angelika said. "And it nakes me itch all over."

Maybe there's hope for you yet, Lon thought. Maybe there's a real person in there after al
"Sometines this dress uniformfeels as if the collar is going to slice my head straight off."

They | aughed together. Lon felt hinself relaxing a little. It would be nice if we could see each
ot her when we coul d behave and dress |ike real people instead of figures in a tableau, he thought.
But he had | earned enough about Dirigent society to restrain any inpulse to suggest that. It would
mean approachi ng her father for permission to see her, and that could be seen as tantanount to a
declaration of intent to court her seriously ... tw steps short of engagenent. Nor did Angelika
suggest it.

"You're fromEarth, aren't you?" she asked.

"Yes. North America." Lon was no |onger surprised
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when sonmeone brought that up. His accent was certainly not Dirigentan, and he was not the only
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Terran in the DMC. "I've been here nore than three years, though. This is nmy home now. | doubt
that 1'Il ever go back." That statenment still brought an unconfortable feeling to his stonmach, but
he could not deny its truth. Going back to Earth would be ... problemtic.

"I visited Earth once," Angelika said. "Father was a del egate to sonme official conference and he
took Mother and ne along. W were there a nonth, but | didn't get to see nuch, just a few of the
fanmous sites in Europe. But there were so nany peopl e everywhere. Sonetines | wanted to scream and
just run, find sonmeplace where | could be alone.”

"It is crowded,"” he adnmitted. "And it can be dangerous, not at all like Dirigent."

"Father told ne that Earth has twenty cities, each of which has nore people than all of Dirigent."
Lon nodded. "At |least twenty. There's both good and bad about that. A | ot happens when you put ten
or fifteen million people close together, not all of it bad."

They tal ked for another ten m nutes before Angelika suggested that they go back inside. Just
before they entered the ballroom she asked, "Do you miss it? Earth, | nean."

Lon swal | owed before he said, "Sonetines."

One day each week, while the nen of Lon's two platoons drew fatigue details around the base, Lon's
duties took himto Corps headquarters. "Part of the continuing education of a young officer," he
had been told. O late his work had been in the contracts office, going through intelligence
reports on worlds where contracts might be in the offing, and studying reports submtted by
contract officers. There might come a day when he would be sent out to evaluate a possible
contract, even negotiate enploynent for part of the Corps. And, with business as slack as it had
been for the past two years, his duties m ght
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give hima little advance notice if a contract were due for his nen

That made the reading, the detail ed assessnents, easier to bear. It also helped that Lon's day was
Monday, which gave himthat much | onger to recover from any excesses of the weekend. There had
been fewer of those lately, for a variety of reasons. Janno Bel zer had | eft the Corps, four nonths
after his marriage, taking civilian enploynment with the Corps that would continue his accrual of
time for retirement. And Lon's forays into Canmb Town, the section of Dirigent City that existed to
serve (and service) soldiers, with Phip Steesen and Dean Ericks, had dimnished in frequency. The
gap between officer and enlisted man, always present, seenmed to weigh nore heavily on all of them
after many nonths wi thout a conbat contract. Lon found hinmself nore in the conpany of other

of ficers, and not just on duty.

"I know it's as much make-work as anything," he told Lieutenant Carl Hoper, who comranded Al pha
Conpany's other two platoons. "It's not as if anything I wite or think is going to make any
difference, but it could be worse." They were eating lunch in the junior officers' cafeteria at
Cor ps Headquarters.

"You never can tell, Lon," Carl said. "Sure, they hope that everything's been thought of before
one of us gets to it, but there's always a chance that you'll see sonething, notice sonething no
one el se has. Different perspective, that sort of thing. Especially you."

Lon had not been paying a lot of attention to his own tal k. Hoper's conment caught hi m of f-guard.
"Why especially nme?"

"You're fromEarth."

"Ri ght next to the bearded | ady and the sword swal - | ower ?"

Carl laughed. "Different perspective, what | said. You ve walked a different road than nost of us.
Somewhere down the line, don't be surprised if they want you to take a six-nmonth tour in
intelligence, for just that reason.”

CAPTAIN 7

Lon feigned a shiver. "That's not for ne. 1'd go batty. 1'd rather do thirty-mle hikes every
day."

"I'mnot sure |'d go that far, but | know what you nean. Still, it's something to think of. Not

all of that work is stuck in an office here, if you know what you nean. They get to travel. O so
| understand.”

"You done a tour with then?" Lon asked.

Carl shook his head. "No nore than what you're doing now. | don't have anything ... special to
offer. You do."

"Just because |'m from Earth?"

Carl shrugged.

That's not soldiering, Lon thought. AH 1 want to do is be a soldier That had been the nantra that
led himto Dirigent in the first place.

Third and fourth pl atoons of Al pha Conpany, 2nd Battalion, 7th Regi nent, DMC had changed
considerably since Lon Nolan had first stood in fornation with them It was not just the departure
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of Janno Bel zer. Men had died. A few, |ike Platoon Sergeant |var Dendrow, had chosen nedica
retirement rather than continue after rehabilitation. There had been promotions to fill gaps in
the tabl e of organization. Tebba G rana was now third platoon's sergeant. Dav Grott had been
pronoted to corporal and had second squad. Jez Aivish had becone first squad's | eader follow ng

the death of Heyes Wird. Ben Frehr still led third squad and Kai Eathon still had fourth. In
fourth platoon the changes were even nore extensive. Wil Jorgen was still platoon sergeant, and
W1 Nace still led first squad, but the rest of the platoon had seen 90 percent turnover in three

years. In third and fourth platoons conbi ned, only twenty-seven of the nmen under Lon's conmand had
been there when he becane pl at oon | eader

The changes went right up through the organi zati on. Col onel Gaffney had been succeeded as

regi mental commander by Col onel |an McG egor, who had previously conmanded the reginment's 3rd
Battali on. But MG egor had di ed—nysteriously, sone said—+n an accident that
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shoul d not have happened ... and should not have been fatal in any case. Now Col onel Medw n

Fl owers had the reginment (and its seat on the Council of Reginents), and 2nd Battalion was
commanded by Hiram Bl ack, who had been pronmpted to |ieutenant col onel on gaining the new post.
Tuesday norning, 10 Septenber, Lon held his platoons in formation after the battalion's duty
parade had been disni ssed.

"I'f you've nmade any plans for this weekend," he told his troops, "get them cancel ed before noon
today. Don't get your hopes up though, it's not a contract." He paused briefly to scan the ranks.
Only his two platoon sergeants had been told what was coming. Lon had received the orders late the
previ ous afternoon.

"This afternoon we'll be shuttled over to the Nassau Provi ng Range near Basconbe East. Begi nning
tonorrow, and continuing through Friday of next week, we will participate in field testing of a
new pi ece of equipnent that could be extrenely valuable tous ... if it works the way the brain-
boys say it will. I can't tell you anything else about it now No fatigue drills or training this
nmor ni ng. Get your areas squared away, get ready for novement. Dismissed.”

He did not linger. The platoon sergeants were already calling orders to squad | eaders. Lon headed
into the barracks, aimng for his office on the second floor. His own kit was al ready prepared,
but there was always red tape to tie in pretty knots for the chain of command to play with. In
garrison, the bureaucratic fodder seened to multiply on its own.

Captain Olis was waiting in Lon's office. He gestured Lon around to his seat behind the desk.
"You'll have quite a bit of conmpany on your little jaunt,” Olis told him

"I figured that," Lon replied. "Brain-boys to evaluate the tests, teenies to nake any adjustnents,
that sort of thing."

"I'n spades and doubl ed,"” Matt said. "If your prelim
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inary tests come off, don't be surprised if you get spectators fromthe Council for the |ast
rounds next week. That's unofficial, confidential, and you didn't hear it fromne. This is a
biggie. If it works, it could nake a world of difference to us."

Lon nodded. "I read the file. A safe way to get nunitions and food to troops on the ground when a
shuttle landing is inpossible sounds great. But if it's as sinple as the, uh, prospectus nakes it
sound, why wasn't it done a century ago?"

"Whul dn't surprise me if we've been working on it that |Iong. The code number on this item should
give you a clue, XRS-one-seventeen."

" '"Meaning the first hundred and sixteen attenpts fl opped?"

"Some may never have gotten off the conputer screen.” Olis grinned. "Just nake sure you and your
men keep your heads down and listen to what the techs tell you. The buzz is that this one works."
Lon did not ask about the captain's sources. Like nbpst native Diri-genters in the Corps, Olis had
his own network of relatives scattered throughout the nunitions industry.

"What ship is being used for that end of the tests, do you know?" Lon asked.

Olis shook his head as he got to his feet. "Haven't heard. Not that there aren't plenty they
could use. Look sharp on this job, Lon. It nmight not be a contract, but it is inportant.”

Slice this was not a paying contract, there was no parade of buses through Diligent Cty to the
civilian spaceport. Lon's platoons were bused to the landing strip on base and | oaded on two
transport shuttles. Lon rode the first shuttle, with third platoon. Fourth platoon was on the
second shuttle. Neither group was crowded, even with barracks bags and a nunber of crates of cargo
that had al ready been aboard when the troops arrived.

"Not the itemwe're to evaluate,"” Lon told Sergeant Tebba G rana in response to a direct question
Per haps the control units, he thought, but he did not share his guess, since he was uncertain.
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There were nunbers stencil ed on each case, but those offered no clue to the uninitiated.

"Way all the secrecy?" Grana asked. The men were all in conbat kit, conplete with battle hel nets.
Grana talked to his |lieutenant over their private circuit.

"I don't know, Tebba," Lon said. "I guess a |lot of people think they have a lot riding on what
we're going to do."

"I hope it works. |1've been too nany places where counting bullets was nore than an exercise for

t he quartermaster.
"You and me both, Tebba."

The flight to the Nassau Provi ng Range, three hundred niles east of Dirigent City, was al nost
casual. The training transports were not as powerful, or ninble, as attack shuttles, and there was
no reason for the pilots to attenpt
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records along the way. The flight remai ned solidly subor-bital

Ten m nutes before the shuttles' ETA, Lon stood and noved to where all of the nen in third platoon
woul d be able to see him He clicked his radio over to a channel that would al so connect himto
fourth platoon in the other shuttle—flying formation a hundred yards to the right.

"There's no drill on landing, nen," Lon started. "W disenbark in an orderly fashion, unload our
gear, and nove toward our tenporary quarters. W' ve got the rest of the afternoon to get squared
away. The job doesn't start until tormorrow norning. |'Il give you the schedule as soon as | get

it. We're going to be up to our necks in outsiders, people from Corps R&D, techies and so forth,
and no doubt a fewcivilians as well. M nd your nmanners. They've cone up with a gadget they think
will make it possible for us to get essential resupply in the field when a shuttle can't get in.
For those of you who have been in conbat, you know what that can nean. Let's do the job right."
Lon no longer felt self-conscious maki ng speeches |like that, and he no | onger | ooked for reactions
from his nen—boredom or suppressed | aughter

The barracks, ness hall, and other troop facilities at Nassau Proving Range were al nmost primtive.
They had been built by troops of available material +ogs and rough- hewn beans and pl anki ng, the
chinks filled with clay. Over many years the buildings had been inproved now and again, to add the
conforts of base, but they retained their rustic | ook. Like a fort out on the western frontier in
North America a thousand years ago, Lon thought as the caravan of trucks approached the stockaded
compound where his men would be living for the next ten days.

Laboratories and inside testing facilities were different. Those buil di ngs had been constructed of
pl ascrete, conposites, and netal, offering ideal conditions for the techs and others who would use

them. .. and any visiting VIPs who m ght cone to observe tests. Set well apart fromthe
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cruder-looking troop facilities, the "permanent” buildings |ined several hillside terraces, with
pl ascrete bunkers on the top of the hill offering a safe vantage for observing tests that m ght be

danger ous—an expl osi ves range was in the next valley to the southeast.

The only civilian staff onsite when Lon's platoons arrived consisted of only six people, two

mai nt enance nen, and four who worked in the kitchen. A platoon of nilitary police served to guard
the facility. None of the military or civilian technical staff who would be in charge of the tests
had arrived yet.

"They' Il be coming in first thing tonorrow norning," Lieutenant Shaesel CQurf, the comander of the
MP platoon, told Lon when they net in the troop conpound.

"Just as well," Lon said, |ooking around. "G ve us a chance to settle in first w thout them
tripping over us."

Qurf grinned. "I can bounce that all day," he said. "I like it best here when it's just us and
enpty space.”

"This a pernmanent post for your |ads?"

"W rotate the duty, draw three nonths here every two years. A platoon that's |ucky sees nothing
but nature."

Lon grinned. "Sorry to spoil your |uck."

The MP lieutenant shrugged. "Fall of the cards. W' ve had six weeks of the good life. Life's a bit
casual here, nost of the time. Alot of us ook forward to it."

"Food all replicated, or do you get fresh in?"

"When it's just us, it all cones out of the machines, but |'ve been alerted that there's a supply
transport coning in this evening with vegetables, fruit, and neat. They like to treat the brain-
boys and techies right, and when the nobs eat fresh, so do the rest of us. Evening chow is at
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seventeen hundred hours. You'll join ne?"

"Honored," Lon said. They were, for the time being, the only officers on base. "Wat about the
town, Bas-conbe East?"

Qurf chuckled. ' "Calling it a town is a bit nuch. Two hundred or so pernanent residents. They
provide civilian workers here and for a snall arnory and replicating factory." The Corps had
dozens of scattered sites, insurance

14
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agai nst any attack against the world that mght disrupt production in and around Dirigent Gty.
"One pub, one restaurant, hotel, general store. Fifteen mles west of here. The only transport is
what we have."

"Sounds cranped. They equi pped to deal with sol diers on pass?”

"Maybe two squads at a tinme. You find out when your nmen will have free tine, we'll do what we can
to arrange transport. In any case, we've got beer in the dayroom"™

Lon nade an informal inspection of the troop bays to see that the nen were settled in, and to
answer di e inevitable questions—apstly about the chance to get out and have a dri nk.

"You just got here, lad," Lon told one of the newer privates in fourth platoon. "W're here to
work, in case you've forgotten." But he said it mldly, not as a rebuke.

"I don't know the schedule yet," he told each group of nmen. "Looks as if we won't know until the
R&D fol ks get in tonorrow norning. Supper will be coming up shortly. After that, get confortable.
There's a dayroom across the way. Get plenty of sleep while you can."

On the inside, the barracks | ooked as nodern as anything at the Corps' nmin base back in Dirigent
City. Lon found his roomrather larger than his usual accommpdati ons. Hi s gear had been set next
to the bed. Junior officers did not rate aides to pack and unpack for them They had to do for

U ensel ves.

Lon took his own advice and got a good night's sleep—a rare seven hours undi sturbed. H s room was
bet ween the troop bays where his platoons were billeted, and he was fl anked by the pl atoon
sergeants. In the norning, after a brief and informal reveille formation, they all went to
breakfast, to find that the civilian cooks had already started using sone of the fresh foods that
had arrived the eveni ng before—eggs and ham

The shuttles bringing the research and devel opnment team started to arrive while breakfast was in
pr ogr ess.
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"I guess that's nmy call,"” Lon said after hearing two shuttles come in for their landings. "My
orders are to report to the team | eader upon his arrival."

Li eutenant Qurf sniled. "Finish your breakfast, Lon. You've got plenty of tine." He touched his
left ear. There was a radio receiver plugged intoit. "It'll be a while yet before they're ready
for anything."”

An hour later the two |lieutenants wal ked to the Iab offices on the | owest terrace on the hillside.
Al t oget her, sone three dozen people had arrived, along with two small ground-effect trucks and
several pallets of crates. A lead sergeant with a Technical Corps emblemin the center of his
chevrons directed themto the team | eader

"I''m Major Joseph Pitt," the nan said after returning the salutes of the lieutenants. "Nol an, you
brought the men who are going to do the testing?"

"Yes, sir."

"We' Il have a lengthy briefing on the testing protocol after lunch, followed by instructions on

t he equi pnent and operating procedures. Field testing won't begin until tonmorrow. My people wll
need-the rest of today to get ready. The only delay night be if the weather turns sour. W want
perfect conditions for at least the first round of testing."

"The XRS-one-seventeen will make it possible for a platoon on the ground to receive resupply of
anmuni tion and food directly froman orbiting transport or a shuttle standing off out of the way
of hostile fire," Pitt told the nmen of third and fourth platoons. Lon stood off to the side to be
able to watch both the presentation and his nen.

"Each platoon will be issued two ground-control units once the system becones fully operational

It will add no nore than twelve ounces to a soldier's load, and Iink through his hel net
communi cati ons system The supply capsule, a small rocket, will be |launched by ship or shuttle on
a trajectory to bring it within visual range of the target unit, which will guide the capsule into
a soft—and ex-
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trenely precise—tanding, just where it's needed."

There was video, and a series of animated charts. Pitt turned over the podiumto a gray-haired man
in awhhite |lab coat, who went through the procedure step by step as he narrated another ani mation
Then the civilian went through the extensive safety protocols. "This is still experinental, you
understand, " he said, |ooking slowmy around the room as if waiting for nods of understanding from
each of the soldiers. ' 'W are dealing with explosive rocket fuels, and—n field operati ons—these
capsules will also customarily be carrying ammunition. In our first tests, the target |anding
sites will be no closer than one hundred yards to any personnel on the ground. Later, if early
results warrant the step, we will bring that distance down to nore ... practical limts."

"They want us to guide freakin' bonbs right down on our own heads," Phip said to the nen of his
squad during the break following the orientation lecture. It would be fifteen mnutes before the
pl at oons were given separate close instruction on the operation of the units—hands-on instruction.
"Even your skull doesn't have a radius of a hundred yards," Lon said. Phip had not seen him

com ng. "Look at it the other way around. You've been places where anmpb was just a nmenory. If this
works, it boosts everyone's odds of com ng home from even the worst contract.”

Phip turned, not at all enbarrassed. "I know that, Lieutenant," he said—they were on duty. "Il just
don't fancy being a guinea pig."

"They're not going to risk necks. The rockets will be coming in with inert cargo and just enough
fuel for the range. Until they know it works and is safe.” Lon | ooked around at the other nen of
third platoon's second squad. "They' ve got to have field troops to test gear, because we night see
probl ems that the brain-boys would miss. But they're not going to risk anything they don't have
to. Besides, we're going to have civilians hangi ng around.
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Even if they might not worry too nuch about us, they're going to be mighty careful of their own
necks."

Lon remained with the civilian briefing officer for an hour after he had dismissed his nmen. "I

want to know exactly how it's supposed to go,"” Lon told the researcher. "I need to be at |east as
proficient with any equi prent as any of my nmen."
The civilian blinked once, then nodded. ' 'I| suppose you do at that," he conceded. "Let's get

confortable. 1'll take you through the whole procedure in the simulator, then explain exactly
what's supposed to happen every step of the way."

By the time he had—titerally—sweated his way through the gui dance and retrieval of three sinulated
supply capsules, Lon's hands were trenbling. He felt as if he had conpleted a strenuous physica

wor kout . "Thanks," he told the civilian, Alec Deradier, "I hope it works that well in practice.
This gizm could nake a big difference to us. | expect you know that."

Deradier smiled. "Not as well as you seemto, but |I've heard the same fromother line officers."
"I don't want to step on any toes, but | understand that R&D has been working at this for... well,

a long tinme. Sone special problen?'' Lon spoke tentatively, not at all certain how Deradier m ght
respond to what he mght take as criticism

For a protracted nonent, the older man did not speak. He pursed his |lips and appeared to be
intently studying the tip of his nose. Then he cleared his throat. "Yes, a long tine," he said
then, very slowy. "W've had the theory well in hand for nore than a decade. And, far |onger than
that, we could have produced a systemthat would allow a ship or shuttle to place a resupply
capsul e on the ground within, shall we say, a five-neter radius of its target. The problem arises
because of the need for control of the incom ng capsule fromthe ground. Conbat situations can
change quite quickly—+ amtold," he added
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with a self-conscious glance at Lon's face. "W would not want to | and supply capsul es where the
eneny mght get to themfirst, or where retrieving them m ght be too dangerous for our own peopl e.
That limts the speed of the capsule to what human perception and reactions can handl e, which
makes eneny intercept easier, and so forth. To balance all of this has proven difficult."

"Have the capsule reach the vicinity of its target at the fastest speed possible, still allow ng
for the man on the ground to direct it to a precise landing,'1l Lon said.

Der adi er nodded. "Exactly. An eneny surface-to-air missile does not have to limt its speed. There
have been times when |I have al nbost despaired of finding a workable solution.”

" '"But now you think you have?'

"W hope. "
Lon nodded. "I wonder if, perhaps, there is one consideration you m ght not have taken note of.
apol ogi ze if this seens presunptuous, but the reactions of a man in a real |ife-or-death conbat
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situation can't be adequately approxinmated in safe field tests. The only way to know for sure,
even if everything works perfectly here, is to try themw th troops on contract, in a situation
where they are faced with an i nmedi ate eneny and need amunition to survive."

Der adi er shrugged. ' 'That is nost difficult to test under any other circunstances," he agreed.
"W have likely not given it the fullest of consideration for that very reason. But | mght
venture to suggest that the parallel is closer than you seemready to concede. True, your troops
will not have the fear and uncertainty of combat to heighten reflexes, but neither will they have
any long reginmen of too little sleep and constant worry and work to slow those refl exes. In any
case, before we could proceed to that sort of testing, we nust be satisfied with the controlled
experinments.”

Lon woke early the next norning, after a restless night. The sinulations had played thensel ves
back, with varia-
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tions—ostly unpl easant—n his dreans. He had seen hinself directing a |ife-saving capsul e of
ammunition and food in... only to have it explode in a terrific fireball, consumng all of his

men. There was a background of mani acal |aughter to the expl osion.

/1 can't happen like that, he assured hinself when he woke trenbling fromthe fears of sleep. It's
not possible, even in conbat, and certainly not here and now. They won't let it happen. But his
hands needed a monment to stop trenmbling, and he could not wait to get into the shower to wash away
the sweat that had come with his nightnares.

Breakfast was a hurried affair. Trucks were waiting to carry Lon's platoons to the testing area.
The R&D people woul d go separately, carrying the control units and their nonitoring equi pnent.
Anot her team was aboard the shuttle that would be used to fire the capsules into the testing area.
"I want my squad |l eaders to be the first to try steering in the capsules," Lon told Deradier and
Maj or Pitt. "That gives you experience and steady hands, and they've all been in situations where
a barrel of bullets from heaven woul d have been wel cone.”

"Probably an excellent idea, Lieutenant,” Major Pitt said, nodding. "It's sonmething we didn't
cover in our test protocols, and likely we should have. W' ve got a bit of leisure here. W're
only going to fire one rocket at a tine, and before a second is |aunched—f it is—we'll analyze

the results of the first. So let's get your first man equi pped, and Dr. Deradier will go through
the procedure with himonce nore before the shuttle takes off."

Lon chose Dav Grott to make the first attenpt, and hovered nearby whil e Deradi er coached the
corporal through the steps again, then attached the controller to Gott's helnet. "A sinple
joystick, nothing special at all,"” the civilian said. "Two buttons to control the naneuvering

jets." He spent several mnutes issuing maneuvering instructions then and watched Dav as he
operated the controls. "Good. Good." Deradi er nodded several
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tinmes. "I think you'll do fine." He turned to Pitt. "Major, | think we're ready."”

Lon's pl atoons were deployed in a pernmanent trench paved and lined with plascrete. Deradier and
Pitt remained with them close to the radi o equipnent that connected themto the shuttle that
woul d [ aunch the capsul es. The rest of the R&D team was di spersed around the area, some in a
bunker behind the trench, others in redoubts at the edges of the test area.

"The target is that red X in the center of the white circle out there," Deradier rem nded Dav
Gott. Alarge tarpaulin had been staked to the ground. "One hundred yards out. W' re not | ooking
for great precision, Corporal. You're not firing for a sharpshooter's qualification. Somewhere
close to the target would be nice, but today we're nore interested in the total maneuvering tine
once the capsule cones within control range."

Lon noted that he was sweating again. His hands were balled up into 'fists at his sides. Al nost
like ny first conbat |anding, he thought, trying to force hinself to relax. He was not too close
to Dav. Gott was flanked by Pitt and Deradier. But he was cl ose enough to hear Major Pitt talking
to the shuttle pilot.

"Twel ve minutes until the shuttle reaches the test area," Pitt reported after he finished that

conversation. "Then we'll set up specific timng for the first capsul e | aunch. Rel ax, Corporal
I"1l let you know when it's tine to tighten up.”

Dav, wearing his battle helnet with the faceplate up, managed a weak grin. "I'll try to remenber
that, sir," he said.

The shuttle would make its run fromsouth to north, releasing the capsule at fifteen thousand
feet, six mles south of the target. The capsule's main rocket would accelerate the projectile
until it was within a thousand yards—vertically and horizontally; then retrorockets would fire to
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start slowi ng the capsule. As soon as Dav spotted the capsule—waith a lot of other eyes to assi st
hi m during the test—-he woul d take over manual control to
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bring it into the target. Fast enough to nake it hard for an eneny to destroy it, slow enough so
the primers on the anmunition aren 't set off, Lon thought. But the only pay-load this capsule
woul d carry woul d be testing equi pnent to judge the inpact and record the detail ed course and
second- by- second speed of the | anding.

There was a twenty-second countdown before the | aunch. Eyes and caneras watched the sky, | ooking
for the first sight of the capsule—the test units had been painted a bright red to nake that as
easy as possible.

"There it is!" A dozen men m ght have yelled that sinultaneously. Once the rocket had been
spotted, the rest went too quickly for anyone to do nmuch nore than watch. Except for Dav. He
juggl ed his joystick and pushed buttons, biting his lower Iip as he concentrated-so fiercely that
bl ood was trickling onto his chin before the job was finished.

The performance was not polished. At the end, the watchers could see the capsule jiggling around,
al nrost going into an end-for-end spin, but it did cone to rest—with the force of an object
falling fromfifty feet—within thirty feet of the center of the cross on the tarp

A cheer went up fromnost of Lon's men. Dav Grott nearly collapsed in exhaustion

"It's too soon for cheering," Al ec Deradier said, alnost under his breath. Lon scarcely heard him
" '"Was it within the necessary paraneters?' He turned to | ook at the bl ockhouse, where the main
bank of instruments were housed. Several of his nmen were already hurrying toward the capsul e,
flanking the small wheeled cart that would bring it in for further exam nation

It was Saturdaf afternoon before Lon got to | ook Basconbe East over. Lieutenant Shaesel Qurf drove
hi m

"My pl atoon sergeant can handl e anyt hing that cones up," Qurf assured Lon. "Doesn't really matter
that we've got R&D people in. They pretty nuch stick to thensel ves, unless they want sonething."
Qurf wore civilian clothes. Lon had to nake do with a khaki staff uniform He had not brought
civilian clothes al ong.

"I't's not as if they can't get hold of us if they really want to," Lon said. Both officers had
pocket radios to connect themto their platoon sergeants and the research people.

"Well, it's not too likely that the R& people will show up in town. If we see them they're as
likely to pretend they don't know us as anything. The civilians are booked at the hotel for the
weekend, but the ones |I've seen here in the past tend to stay with their abracadabra machi nes
pretty nuch all the tinme."

"I couldn't wait to get away fromit." Lon shook his head. In two days, only six tests had been
run, with mxed results. One capsul e had gone conpletely haywire when the retros were fired, and
the shuttle had been forced to shoot it down before it could stray fromthe airspace over the
provi ng ground. The other five had all been maneuvered in, but the time spent getting themin had
been margi nal —accordi ng to Deradier.

"I'd offer you the full tour of Basconbe East,'

Qurf said as they reached the town, "but you can

see it al
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fromhere. My suggestion is that we head straight for the pub.”

Lon | aughed. "Sounds good to nme. What are the locals |ike?"

"Peaceful sorts. Life runs a |ot slower in Basconbe East than in the city. Like | said, a couple
of hundred people live in town. Farnmers cone in from about twenty mniles around, those who don't
want to go as far as Don-nelly or Janeson." Those were the nearest sizable towns—though neither
could boast nore than fifteen hundred residents. "Saturday and Sunday are the big days, even when
there aren't soldiers in from Nassau. Fol ks cone for dinner and maybe a drink or three. Later on

inthe fall, they have a theater group, amateur stuff. Put on their shows in the hotel ballroom™
"Sounds like nore fun than fancy balls at headquarters,” Lon said. Qurf |aughed but didn't argue
t he point.

The pub was The Wnking Eye. Its sign was hol ographic. The eye did appear to wink as a person
moved. Inside, there was an anber cast to everything. The lights were a dusty yellow. After the
bri ghtness of the clear afternoon outside, it seened al nost dark. Lon noticed die snell of beer as
soon as the door opened, and felt warnth pouring out through the opening.

"That's one thing I've noticed," Qurf said softly. ' 'They keep the place too damm hot for
confort. | guess they think folks'Il drink nore to cool off."
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"Bet it works," Lon replied.

They headed directly for the bar. The barman grinned when he saw Qurf. "Afternoon, Lieutenant," he
said in a loud, cheerful voice. "Didn't realize your |ads were back at the Boonmer. Wat can | get
for you, beer?

"Beer for both of us, M. Pine," Qurf said. "My friend here is Lieutenant Lon Nolan. He and his
men are out at Nassau to help with sone tests."

"Good afternoon, Lieutenant Nolan," Pine said. "First round's on ne. Drew the short straw for

gui nea pigs, did you?"

Lon smiled. "I guess you could say that. Mikes a
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change t hough, and wel cone at that. Pleasant place you have here."

"I like to think so." He drew the beers while he talked and set themin front of the |lieutenants.
"If you'd like to eat later, we have a ripping good pot roast, with all the trinmngs."

"Sounds good." Qurf turned to Lon. "Ms. Pine does the cooking, and you'd have to travel a far
piece to find better."

"My nouth's watering already, M. Pine," Lon said. "One of ny best childhood nenories is Sunday
pot roast. | expect it'll taste every bit as good on a Saturday."

"Just give a shout when you're ready to tuck in," Pine said.

Shaesel and Lon exchanged gl ances, then both turned back toward Pine. "Now seens as good a tine as
any," Qurf said.

"Find yourselves a table." There were two vacant. The other three had one or two people each, and
there were four other custoners at the bar. "1'll have Sara bring your supper out."

"Sara his wife?" Lon asked as they took seats at the table nearest the rear of the room

Shaesel chuckled. "His wife's name is Mldred. Sara's his daughter. And something else!"

Lon had started to raise his stein but stopped before it reached his lips. "That good, huh?"

"Just wait till you see her."

"You' ve definitely piqued ny curiosity.” Lon took his sip of beer, then adjusted his chair so it
gave hima better view of the door that appeared to lead to the kitchen. He | eaned back and drank
casual ly over the next few m nutes.

A young redheaded wonan cane out of the kitchen, carrying a tray. She wore a long white apron over
a pale green dress. Even from across the room she appeared strikingly beautiful. Lon's inpression
grew stronger as she cane toward him He set his beer down, alnbst mssing the table.

"Two pot roast dinners,” Sara announced when she
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arrived. Her voice was cheerful, light, and she was snmiling. "Good to see you back, Lieutenant

Qurf." She gave Lon a sidel ong gl ance.

"Sara, this is Lon Nolan. He's in at Nassau for the next week or so. Lon, this is Sara Pine.’
didn't notice Qurf's grin. Neither did Sara. She was | ooking at Lon

"Good afternoon, Lieutenant," Sara said. "A pleasure to have you here." She set the plates,
napki ns, and silverware on the table in front of the officers. "I hope you'll both enjoy your
di nner. "

"I"'msure we will,"'
full of the view.
Sara smled even nore broadly, then turned and headed back to the kitchen. Lon stared after her
and was not even enbarrassed when she gl anced over her shoul der just before she reached the door

Lon

Lon said. He hoped he wasn't stamering but he wasn't sure. H s eyes were too

and saw that he was still |ooking. She w nked, then di sappeared through the doorway.
"That," Shaesel said after a half minute, "is Sara." Lon was still |ooking at the door, as if
hopi ng that she would come back for a curtain call. "Don't let your food get cold, Lon. And quit

drooling. Oficers aren't supposed to drool."

That took a few seconds to register. Lon turned back toward the table, shaking his head slowy. He
| ooked at the food—anple portions of nmeat, browned potatoes, and carrots—then gl anced at Shaesel
"I's she married or anything?"

Qurf had already started to eat. He paused with his fork in mdair. "Not that | know of, but it's
been a couple of weeks since the last time | was in here. Go ahead, eat. You don't want to insult
her mother's cooking."

That seened to penetrate. Lon started eating, but he had difficulty concentrating. He kept | ooking
for Sara. Wien she cane out with a tray for another table, Lon's head turned and he nearly m ssed
his mouth with a forkful of food. He set the fork down and gave Shaesel a sheepi sh | ook
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"I don't usually get so distracted by a pretty girl," he said. "Never like this."

"At least it shows, you' re not dead. How s the food?"

Lon | ooked startled. Food was the last thing on his mnd. "Good," he said after a hesitation
"Excel lent, | guess."

"And you've been going at it like cold leftovers fromthe worst ness hall in the Corps," CQurf
accused. "Take a deep breath, take a drink, and pay attention to what you're eating. You won't
find better even in the senior officers' mess at headquarters.”

It was difficult, but Lon did nanage to focus on his food for a couple of mnutes. It was good,
the best he could renenber, and it deserved to be savored. "lI'mreally not like this nost tines,’
Lon said after pausing to take a long drink of beer. Sara had gone back to the kitchen

"I'd al nbst say that she seenms quite taken with you, too," Qurf said, catching a hint of Sara

| ooki ng out through the kitchen door, holding it just barely ajar. ' Too bad you're only here for
a week."

Lon blinked twi ce, then | ooked directly at the other lieutenant. "Have you always had this trace
of sadi sn®?"

"Always," Qurf said, laughing. "My greatest failing. | guess that's why | joined the MPs."

Sara cane out to ask how the neal was. "Excellent, as always," Shaesel Qurf said.

"The b-best | can recall," Lon stamered, feeling his face flush, and feeling even nore
enbarrassed at the way Sara grinned at himin reply.

"Can | get either of you another beer?" she asked then

"1 think we could both use one," Shaesel said, sparing Lon the chore of another reply.

"Ri ght away," Sara prom sed, heading toward the bar

"You ought to get out nore," Shaesel said, leaning closer to Lon. "A pretty girl always get you so
tongue-tied?"

"Not like this." Lon took a deep breath. "Never |ike
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this. Is it just ne, or does she affect everyone the sane way?"

"More or less, at least the first time."

"What about you? You have designs on her?"

Qurf laughed. "My wife would kill ne. That's something el se about being a nmilitary cop. There's no
pressure to stay single until you're over the hill. MP conpanies go out on conmbat contracts only a
little nore often than pigs fly. Long contracts with a lot of time in between, nostly. My conpany
hasn't been off-planet in fourteen years. But if | were single. ..." He didn't bother to finish
the thought. He didn't have to.

Lon hurried to finish his beer before Sara arrived with its replacenment. "I'Il be back to clear

your plates away when you' ve finished," she said, snmling but |ooking only at Lon

"I swear, you nust have affected her the sane way she affects you," Shaesel said after she |eft
again. "l see her quite a bit, see; her snmle and then forget a new | ad, except for nornal
courtesy, but she's going out of her way. Maybe you ought to chat her up, even if you're only
going to be here a week."

Lon nearly choked on the food he was attenpting to swallow. He coughed a couple of tines into his
napkin, then washed the food down with beer. "I don't knowif |I'd renenber how to act," he said.
"Back in the city, there are the girls of Cano Town and the princesses at the fornmal balls, and |
don't think Sara fits either category.”

"You're right there, but then, officers are supposed to be resourceful."

Lon | ooked at the kitchen door, then toward the bar, where Sara's father was busily w ping the
counter. "I should have a word with M. Pine, tell himthat nmy boys will be around for the next
week, that sort of thing."

"He's a good sort. Anyone from Nassau gets a little rowdy, he gives ne a call and we cone and sl ap
a killjoy on the lad's arm and nake sure he pays for any damages and apol ogi zes. Then it's al

been said and done. Never
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had the sanme | ad get out of line twice here—Aine or visitors in |like your lot.
"Still..."

"Finish your supper. Then you can conplinment himon his wife's cooking, too;" Shaesel said with a
chuckle. "This is a real honmey place, not |ike anything you' ve ever seen in Canb Town—dnless it's
changed a lot since the last time | was there."

"Probably not," Lon said. Two minutes |ater he had finished eating, and he started gl anci ng toward
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t he bar agai n.

"You should talk to Sara instead of her father,"
know | woul d be, were | unattached."

"One thing at a tine," Lon said, well under his breath. He pushed the chair back and got to his
feet.

"Take your beer," Qurf advised. "Talking's thirsty work."

Lon al nost nmanaged to knock the glass over trying to pick it up without |ooking. He went to the
bar, and took up a place near the end where M. Pine was standing.

Shaesel said, |ooking unconscionably anused. "I

"Sara coul d have brought you a refill, Lieutenant."
Lon gl anced at his beer. "I wanted to have a word with you, sir," Lon said. Pine nodded. "As
Li eutennant Qurf said, |I'll be at Nassau for the next week. Wth nmy two platoons. | inmagine that

nmost of the men will be in, when they get a chance. The first probably sonetinme in the next hour
or two."

"Always happy to see "em" Pine said. "I did five years in uniformnyself, back when | was a | ot
younger, and single. Mght have stayed in if | hadn't net the nissus."

"They're good lads, but... well, some of themaren't used to quiet, respectable places |ike yours.
I don't think that any of themare likely to cause trouble, but if any of themdo get alittle
too... boisterous, just let ne know and I'Il get them straightened out in a hurry."

"Not to worry, Lieutenant. If | can't keep "emquiet, | just have a word with Lieutenant Qurf and
he handles it. Never a ruckus. | do know what it's like."
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Lon nodded, took a drink of his beer, then said, "And please tell Ms. Pine that the food was the
best | can recall. It was absolutely delicious."

Pine grinned as if the conpliment had been directed at himinstead of his wife. "She'll be pl eased

to hear that, Lieutenant. She sets great store on her talents in the kitchen—and they are
considerable.” He patted his stomach in enphasis. ' 'But why not step back into the kitchen and
tell her yourself. Come along, lad. I'll introduce you."

Lon felt an instant of panic, but he followed M. Pine to the far end of the bar and into the
kitchen. Sara was just coming out, carrying food for one of the tables. They did not actually cone
close to a collision, but Lon felt all sorts of warnings going off in his head as they passed
within inches of each other. Sara Pine was two inches shorter then he. She | ooked up and snil ed,
and from such close range, the' effect was devastating. Lon felt his heart fluttering. And then
she was gone, through the doorway and into the public room

"Mldred, here's a young man 1'd like you to neet," M. Pine said, not quite shouting to his wife,
whose back was to him She was working at the stove.

Lon coul d see the resenbl ance between Sara and MIdred Pine. In her tine the nother night have
been every bit as beautiful as the daughter. She was still conmely, in a matronly way, with a
little nore weight; her hair was darker than Sara's, nore brown than red; the face was fuller, and
showed a few | ines. She wi ped her hands on her apron as she turned.

"MIldred, this is Lieutenant Nolan. He and his |lads are out at the Boomer for the next week.

Li eutenant, my wife."

"Ms. Pine." Lon nodded. "I told your husband that the pot roast dinner was the best food | could
recall. It was."

"Why, thank you, Lieutenant." She beaned at the conplinent. "lIt's nice to be appreciated." She
paused for a second, giving her husband a | ook that Lon coul d not
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deci pher. "You say you'll be around for a week?"

"I'" mafraid that's all,
Cty next Friday."

Lon said, surprised that he felt regret. "W're to go back to Diligent

"Apity," Ms. Pine said. "Still, | guess a lad in uniformcan't pick and choose where he gets to
serve."

"Not unless he's the Genera! hinself," M. Pine said with a chuckle. "I hope you've got plenty of
food on hand, Mldred," he added. "The lieutenant says his lads will start coming in fairly soon

and if | know soldiers, they'll be hungry."

"W can feed nore than a couple of platoons, as you know full well,” MIldred said. "You' d best

meke sure you' ve got a couple of fresh kegs ready to hook to the taps. Soldiers will be nore
thirsty than hungry."

"There's plenty of beer, and everything else," her husband said, feigned indignation over her
suggestion that he might not be prepared. "But |'d best have nmy own supper now, before they
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arrive. |I'll have Sara watch the bar for a bit, while | eat."
to Lon at the sane time. "Perhaps you' H keep her conpany, Lieutenant,
the public room "I know she'll enjoy that."
Lon could not even stanmer a reply.
" '"Well, Lieutenant, how are you enjoying our quiet little town?" Sara asked when she arrived
behind the bar and went to where he was standing—a little nunb.
"What |'ve seen, | like fine," he managed. "But please, nmy nane is Lon."
"And |'m Sara." She giggled, and Lon felt as if his head woul d expl ode fromthe surge of blood
that rushed to his face.
"It is a nice town," Sara said, seemngly oblivious to Lon's predicanment. "But, well, one of these
days I'd like to live in Dirigent City. See a little nore. Here, everyone knows your business, and
everything el se about you. It's like being on display twenty-five hours a day. N ce fol ks, but
still ..."
"There's a lot to be said for a place |ike Basconbe
32
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East," Lon said. "Always a friend close by if you need a hand. People who know you and care. A big
city can be a lonely place."
"Ch, sure. | know all that. But it would be nice—for a change at |east, a few years naybe. Be on
my own, Work at a job where | actually got paid, except for the occasional tip." She was smling,
even through the inplied criticism
There was a brief gap in the conversation, which Lon filled by taking several short drinks of
beer.
"There's one thing |'ve wanted to ask," Sara said, appraising himopenly. Lon set down his gl ass
and met her gaze.
"Your accent," she said. "You're not originally fromDirigent, are you?"
He shook his head. "I was born and raised on Earth. |'ve been here nore than three years, though
Closer to four."
"Earth? Real | y?"
"Real ly," Lon said with a smle, not surprised at her reaction. He had encountered that response
quite often. "Eastern North Anerica."
"My family was originally from New Zeal and," she said. "Came here centuries ago."
"I'"ve seen pictures of New Zeal and, but | never got there," Lon said. "I didn't do a whole |ot of
traveling.”
"I'"ve | ooked at just about everything on the nets about Earth, especially New Zeal and," Sara said
She shrugged. "There's a lot of time for stuff like that here."
Lon was unaware of the slight sigh he enitted before saying, "I don't expect I'll ever get back
Dirigent is nmy hone now, and better—n a |lot of ways—than Earth. Not nearly so crowded."
M. Pine cane out of the kitchen and noved behind the bar again. "Thanks, Sara," he said, giving
her hand a squeeze. "You both |Iook as if you could use a breath of fresh air. Wiy don't you take
the lieutenant out for a short wal k, Sara. Show him around. Your nother and
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can handl e things around here for fifteen minutes or so." |Is everyone trying to set ne up? Lon
wondered as he fought a sudden surge of sonething that felt a lot like panic.
Leu held the door for Sara, then followed her out of The Wnking Eye. It was not quite sunset,
t hough the sun was hidden behind the buil dings of Basconbe East and the forest that surrounded it.
After the warnth of the pub, the tenperature outside felt alnost chilly. But wel cone. Lon felt
gooseflesh rising on his arnms. Maybe not just fromthe tenperature, he thought. Sara had not seen
but Shaesel Qurf had raised his beer in salute, in front of a broad grin, as the two left.
"I think ny father put you on the spot," Sara said, nmoving away fromthe door, then turning to
face Lon. He noved cl oser
"Maybe, but I'mglad he did," Lon said, and he was rewarded with a slight blush from Sara.
"He does everything but throw nme at young officers who cone around the way you did. |I'msorry.
That's the way he is. He npans about there being no good 'catches' here, then goes into high
dramatics every time | suggest that | could nove to Dirigent City. Says he can't bear the thought
of me alone in the big city, with whatever dangers he's dreamed up nost recently."
Lon had no idea what to say. He felt as if anything that m ght come out would sound foolish. But
to keep fromstanding nute he said, ' 'Your father suggested we take a wal k. Shall we?"
"If you'd rather go back and drink, |I'Il understand."
"I can drink anytime. A chance like this ... who knows?"'

He turned toward the door, turning
" he said as he led Lon to
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She snmiled and | owered her blue eyes. "At |east unti
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we find a place where we can sit,'
they started wal ki ng.

At first they were both silent. Lon was glad for the respite. There were too many things rushing
around in his mnd. He needed to get control of his thoughts—and fears. The latter revolved mainly
around the possibility {quite great in his imginings) that he would nake a conpl ete jackass of
hinsel f and suffer term nal enbarrassnent. He needed to use the biof eedback techni ques he had

| earned to slow the way his heart was pounding. / never felt like this even going into conbat, he
t hought, squeezing his eyes shut for an instant.

The few busi nesses in Basconbe East flanked the main street, occupying little nmore than a short

bl ock. There were houses beyond on either end, and nore off of the one crossroad. There were a few
ot her pedestrians out, but no one gave any obvious notice to the young coupl e.

"I do wish | was going to be here |onger than a week," Lon said when' they cane to the end of the

she said in little nore than a whisper. She took his arm and

block. ' "And |I've got no way of knowing if I'll ever get another chance for duty at Nassau." Then
he realized how his words nust sound and stopped, flustered. "I'm being presunptuous," he said
apol ogeti cal l y.

Sara held his armnore tightly. "I w sh you were going to be here Ionger, too," she said. "I was

afraid that | was just having foolish girlish fantasies, though.” She turned nore toward himthen
| eani ng al nost agai nst him

This can't be happening, Lon told hinself as he hesitantly | eaned toward her. This is |ike
sonet hi ng out of sone sickening romance via". Al nobst without the active will of either of them
they kissed, tentatively at first, then alnbpst with desperation. Sara put her arns around Lon's
neck, and he put his arms around her body, and they pulled each other into a deeper enbrace.

"I never believed in love at first sight before,” Lon whispered when the kiss finally ended. Their

mout hs were no nore than an inch apart. Lieutenants aren 't supposed to fall in |Iove, he thought.
It's not on the program

"I did," Sara replied. "I always believed init."
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A week. I'monly going to be here a week. H's mind started racing again, and the edge of panic now
was different than before. It was no | onger acting foolish he was afraid of, but that a week—the
few hours of it he mght nmanage to spend with Sara Pi ne—aoul d not be enough to nmake plans ... and

make certain that this sudden nutual infatuation held any substance.
"I think nmy brain has gone AWOL," Lon whispered, |eaning his forehead agai nst the top of Sara's
head, rubbing agai nst her soft hair. The fragrance of her shampoo or perfune was too heady to

resist. "There's so nmuch to say, so much to think about, but all I want to do is hold you tight
until I'msure this isn't some bizarre dreamcone to torture ne."

"I know," she said. "I feel the sane way. My head's all awhirl. | keep thinking my heart's going
to bounce its way straight out of ny chest. |I've never felt this way before, Lon." She pulled back
alittle and stared into his eyes. It was the first tine she had called himby nanme. "Lon," she
repeat ed.

"Sara."

That exchange brought themto another kiss, not so deep or prolonged as the first, nore with

t ender ness than passion

"We're naking a spectacle of ourselves here," Sara whi spered—breat hed—when it ended. "W shoul d at
| east nove around the corner."

"Or right out in the niddle of the blinkin' street so folks won't have to crane their necks,
sai d. Then he thought, / can't believe that cane out of me. My God, ny men will be coming into
town any minute. "But maybe you're right,"” he said with an unaffected sigh. It would not do to
have his nmen arrive and spy their officer in a passionate clinch in the mddle of the street.
"This m ght be considered 'conduct unbecom ng an officer.' "

As naturally as if they had been doing it for years, they noved side by side, Lon's arm around
Sara's shoul ders, her armaround his waist. She | eaned her head agai nst him
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as they wal ked, turning the coner away fromthe town's busi ness street.

What the hell are we going to do? Lon wondered. There's no manual to cover this.

"There's a gazebo in the park." Sara pointed across die side street and ahead. "There are benches

Lon
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inside, and it's about as private a spot as we could find."

Not private enough for what | really want, Lon thought, but he did not ask questions. He sinply
steered them across the vacant road toward the park and into the gazebo that appeared to be its
centerpiece. He saw no one else in the park or along the way. It was nearly dark behind the
trellises that bounded six of the gazebo's eight sides.

They sat on one of the benches that lined the trellised sides of the structure. Rather, Lon sat on
the bench and Sara sat on his |lap, sideways, her body twi sted so she could get her arns around his
neck.

"I think I'ma little out of nmy depth,” Lon said. "There's so nuch to say, so nuch to do, but I
can't mnk straight."

"I don't want to think. | just want to enjoy, and dream" Sara said. She cl osed her eyes and
scooted around a little so she could |ay her head on his shoul der

For a few seconds Lon let his eyes close as well, holding her, enjoying the feel of her weight on
him and the incredible thrill of her. Then his eyes popped open, and his body gave a start. |I'm
still presum ng, he thought, as shocked as if he had received a stiff electrical jolt.

"Sara?" He waited until she opened her eyes and | ooked at him "I think maybe I'mstill taking too

much for granted."
"What do you nean?"

"Well, 1..." He stopped, swallowed, then tried again. "I nean, well, we just started.. .." And
st opped agai n.
Sara giggled. "I feel that way, too.'

He held onto her as if she were a life preserver and he were adrift on a hostile ocean. "W're
bot h assumi ng, but we haven't said anything."
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"There'll be plenty of time for words," Sara assured him

He stroked her cheek. "We do need a few words now," he said. "Like, "WII| you marry me?
"OF course | will," Sara said, her tone suggesting that the question was unnecessary. "Now kiss ne
again. Let's leave the thinking for later."

Lon was not certain how long it had been since they had | eft The Wnking Eye. "Your father's going
to be wondering where you are," he said eventually. They were still snuggled up together on the
bench in the gazebo. They had noved hardly at all in however |ong they had been sitting there.

"He knows |'msafe,"” Sara said, not opening her eyes or offering to nove.

"The pub m ght be busy now." Lon did not try to get a view of his wistwatch. He was certain that
too much tine had passed, "There could be sixty or seventy of my nen in there all wanting a drink
at the same tine."

Sara's sigh was extended and overdramatic. "I guess you're right,"’
hand. "

They wal ked, but not rapidly, their arnms around each other again. "I'll get in every evening | can
while we're here,” Lon said, feeling sonme urgency to get at |east sonething in the way of planning
going. "We'll have tine to figure out how we're going to handl e things."

"I"'mnot worried," Sara said. "If nothing else, I'll do what |'ve been threatening to do for the
past year, nmove to Diligent Cty and get a proper job."

/1 would be nice to have her close, in a place of her own, Lon thought, but then he started

t hi nki ng of Canp Town, and the jobs that were nost easily avail able to young wonmen there in bars
and bordellos. "Let's worry nore about doing it right,"” he whispered. "W both need to cool down
and do sone hard thinking."

She gi ggl ed but said not hing.
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Three trucks had arrived from Nassau. They were parked on the street outside The Wnking Eye. Lon
and Sara al nost tore thensel ves apart from each other before he opened the pub door, but she woul d
not surrender his hand until she saw the crowd inside. Lon thought he heard the ghost of a npan
fromher. The bar was nore crowded than she could renmenber seeing it. Soldiers were standing three-
deep in front of it, and her father was having difficulty getting to everyone fast enough to suit

t hem

"I've got to help," Sara said plaintively, turned toward Lon. She didn't wait for any response,
just gave hima quick kiss on the lips and hurried away.

she conceded. "Papa will want a

In something of a daze, Lon wandered back to the table where Shaesel Qurf was still sitting. Lon
ignored the welconmng calls fromseveral of his own nen, nostly because he was not aware of them
or even of the huge grin on Qurf's face as Lon nearly fell into his chair.

"Did | see what | think I saw?" Shaesel asked over a |augh that seened to have neither beginning
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nor end.

Lon blinked several tines and | ooked for a beer in front of him There was nothing there. He shook
his head slowy. "I don't know what you think you saw, but | seemto be engaged."”

Qurf's laugh died. The | ook of shock that cane over his face was al nost a reflection of the | ook
that Lon still wore. After a nonent he whispered, "I'll be dammed." Wen Lon did not respond
Shaesel repeated hinself. Several tines.

"Yeah, ne, too," Lon eventually said. He shook his head again, still not conpletely certain he was
awake and that everything that had happened was nore than a dream

"Beg pardon, Lieutenant."

Lon blinked and turned his head. Tebba was standing next to him "Wuat is it, Tebba?"
"Are you okay, Lieutenant?" Grana asked. "You look a bit... wel\,junny."

Whi l e Lon was gathering himself for some sort of coherent reply—not certain what to
say—ti eutennant Qurf started | aughing again. "Stand easy, Sergeant," CQurf said.
CAPTAI N
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"Your |ieutenant has just been through a very trying experience."

"Sir?" Tebba asked, puzzlenent in his eyes and voice.

"I't's okay, Tebba," Lon said, finally finding some voice of his owmn. "I'mjust alittle out of it
at the nonent."
"You'l! have to excuse him Sergeant. He nmeans what he said." Shaesel |eaned as far across the

tabl e as he could get without standing. "You might want to keep an extra-sharp eye on your lads to
meke sure none of themgets too boisterous in here. It seenms your |lieutenant has just gotten

hi nsel f engaged to the proprietor's daughter."

Qurf's laughter started again when he saw t he sergeant develop his own stunned | ook. Grana's
mouth fell open. Then he closed it and turned to | ook at the girl behind the bar. "Her, sir?" he
asked.

"Her, indeed," Qurf agreed. "Very nuch, indeed."

Monday norning seened a universe and aeons renoved from Saturday norning. Lon had slept not at al
Sat urday ni ght, and Sunday he had only been able to get to sleep with a patch. He disliked using
medi cal aid for sleep, but knew that he had to have a clear head—er a reasonable facsinile

t her eof for the new wor kweek

The weekend felt as if it had been a crazy dream He had managed only a few nore m nutes of
conversation with Sara after they returned to the pub. Her father had even |l eft the bar unattended
for two of those minutes while all three Pines talked with himin the kitchen. Sara's parents
seenmed overjoyed at the prospect of having a stranger carry off their daughter. Lon had found that
alittle unnerving.

"They know you're an officer in the Corps," Sara explained when they finally had a nonent al one.
"They both have the highest respect for that. Papa is sure that anyone who becones an officer and
serves for any length of time has to be honorable and everything el se he wants for ne."

"l hope |I don't disappoint them or you."
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"You won't."

The utter certainty in her voice had been frightening for Lon. On the drive back to Nassau Proving
Range, Shaesel Qurf had been quiet, nostly. Lon had been too distracted for conversation, and
wasn't even certain he had actually heard the other |ieutenant whisper, "I don't believe it. |
just don't believe it." Wen they reached the troop conpound at the range, Qurf had prom sed to
provi de whatever help he could. "Get you a car so you can get into town whenever you've got tine,"
he promi sed. Lon had nodded, nunbly, and barely managed to find voice to thank Qurf.

On Sunday Lon had driven to Basconbe East and spent all afternoon and part of the evening there
Sara had been wor ki ng when he arrived, dealing with the end of the dinner rush—ostly | ocals. Wen
her father saw Lon cone in, he told Sara to take the afternoon off. ' 'You two need to spend sone
tinme getting to know each other,"” he had told them speaking softly so no custoners woul d hear

It was a delightful eight hours for Lon, even though he found hinself half dazed through nuch of
it. Remenbering details was difficult. They were hidden behind a mst of love... or infatuation
They had tal ked about thensel ves, and each other, sharing personal histories. Sara had been
curious about how Lon had come to |l eave Earth for Dirigent, and he told her the story of howthe
top graduates in his class were going to be co-opted for service in the federal police, and the
subterfuge that the commandant of the acadeny had perpetrated to get some of his best students off-
world to have a chance to soldier. "All | ever wanted to be was a soldier," Lon told Sara, and she
had nmerely nodded, accepting wi thout question. She had asked about the contracts he had been on
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but did not press for details past the bare outline he gave her

Tentatively, they made plans. Lon would go back to Dirigent City and make arrangenents, get the
necessary perm ssion fromhis battali on commander—er whoever had the final say—+to marry, and so
forth. They would tal k every eveni ng—duties permitting. And as soon as
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Lon had everything prepared for themin Dirigent City, he would return to Basconbe East and they
woul d be married in the village's only church. As soon as possi bl e.

"Li eut enant Nol an?"

"Yes, Dr. Deradier?" Lon blinked and focused on the civilian. "Sorry. | guess | was wool -
gathering." Mnday had started i nmedi ately after breakfast, with a briefing on the test results
fromthe previous work—a | ot of nunbers, charts, and technical jargon that Lon sonetinmes had
difficulty follow ng.

Der adi er smiled. He knows, too! Lon thought. He had the feeling that everyone at the Nassau
Provi ng Range, and everyone who lived within twenty niles of Basconbe East, knew of the whirlw nd
romance and engagenent.

"You're not expected to follow all of the technical fol-derol here," Deradier said softly. "W
realize it isn't your area of expertise. But it's tine to nove into areas you should follow"

Lon nodded, feeling sheepish and certain that his face was again turning crinson. It had been
doing that a lot in the past forty hours ... approximately every tine someone said somnethi ng
suggestive or gave hi mwhat he considered to be a suggestive | ook

"We are noderately encouraged by the early results,” Deradier said, raising his voice and
gesturing to include the others at the conference. "The sinulations we've run based on the
successful tests—that is, all but the one capsule that went its own way frominterior malfuncti on—
suggest that with this systemwe can achieve a better than fifty percent success rate in the
field—+that is, have nore than half of the capsules arrive at the target safely, without being shot
down by eneny forces. The actual projection to ms point is fifty-three point seven percent. Wile
that is not entirely satisfactory, it is prom sing. W hope that nore data points will enable us
to revise that estimte upward, dramatically." He paused to take a sip of water.

"More to the point. W want to nmake certain we are able to get as nany data points as we can this
week. To
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that end, we will attenpt to run four separate tests each norning and afternoon. And, if today and
tonorrow provide the results we hope for, we do.plan to run one series of tests at night, nost

i kely Wednesday ni ght into Thursday norning."

"At night, Doctor?" Lon asked. "lI'mnot so certain that ny nen are ready for that. It's difficult
enough to track those capsules in daylight. In the dark, even with our night-vision systens ..."
It will nean one night | won't get to see Sara, Lon thought, but that had not occurred to him

until he had nentioned his practical reservations.

"Actually, it mght well prove sinpler in the dark, Lieutenant," Deradier said. "The contro
system hooks conpletely into your helnet electronics, not just into your comrunications systens.
Your nmen will have nore precise tracking data onscreen as well as a visible representation of the
capsul e."

"We'll have an opportunity to try that in simulation first?"

"OfF course.”

On Tuesday Lon operated the controls for one of the tests. He felt the tension fromthe nonent the
controls were attached to his electronics, felt his nuscles tighten. At tines he held his teeth

cl enched.

"Just relax, Lieutenant," Tebba whispered. "It's a piece of cake, really. The real thing' s easier
than the sinms. Better depth perception. Just don't get jerky with the joystick."
"Thanks, Tebba, I'Il try." Grana was the only one of the men in third and fourth platoons whom

Lon had felt confortable confiding in about his adventures. He never snickered or made jokes, the
way Lon knew Phip Steesen and Dean Ericks were certain to once they had a private opportunity. Lon
was thankful that that chance had not yet cone.

Al'l of the reassurances in the galaxy could not conpletely quell Lon's nervousness about the test,
but it was
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enough to force himto focus on what he had to do—totally shut out any thoughts of Sara.

The shuttle was in the air. Three tests had al ready been run that nmorning. Lon's would be the | ast

file:///C|/2590%20Sci-Fi%20and%20Fantasy%?20...s/Rick%20Shelley%20-%2003%20-%20Captain.txt (17 of 105) [12/29/2004 1:07:42 AM]



file:///C|/2590%20Sci - Fi %20and%20Fantasy %20E-books/Ri ck%20Shel | ey %20-%2003%20-%20Captai n.txt

before lunch. He listened to the proceedings. He could hear the conversation between test contro
and the shuttle pilot, with Deradi er addi ng conments when appropriate. The countdown to | aunch
started.

And ended. Lon had the track of the capsule on the head-up display of his faceplate, along with
the nunbers describing its speed and course. He tried to slow his breathing, pace hinself, trying
to feel the progress of the capsule. The target circle was closer than it had been the first two
days, only thirty-five yards fromthe trench where he and his nen were waiting. H s focus was
conpl ete, and—al though he did not realize it at the tine—he relaxed, for the first time since he
had first seen Sara Pine in The Wnking Eye.

The capsul e cane into visual range. Lon worked the joystick and control buttons with a |ight
touch, keeping his eyes on the capsule, with only occasional glances at the ground target. A
retrorocket. burst, a quick attitude adjustnent. Mre braking. Then cut power conpletely.

Hi s capsule hit twelve feet fromthe center of the target.

"Excel lent, Lieutenant!" Deradier's voice was the first Lon heard. "Mst excellent. The raw
nunbers | ook very good. Congratul ations.™

Lon let out his breath. / guess | can still Junction as a soldier, he decided.

Der adi er and his col |l eagues decided to run night tests both Wdnesday and Thursday, adding the
second night after seeing the prelinmnary results of the first. Lon nanaged only a couple of short
conplink conversations with Sara, and found it difficult to conceal his disappointnment at not
havi ng anot her chance to see her before he took his nen back to Dirigent GCity.

"I"ll get everything there taken care of as quickly as | can," he prom sed. "Then I'l|l be back."
"I"l'l be waiting," Sara said. "Call whenever you can."

Lon sat quietly on the transport carrying himback to the Corps' nmin base. He felt nore depressed
than he had on the shuttle that had taken himaway fromEarth on his exile. No one was wearing
hel mets, so Lon did not have the mask of a faceplate to hide behind. But he was w thdrawn, and
there wasn't a man in the I ander who did not know why. Lon had heard some of the talk, and could
guess at how much nore there nust have been behind his back. Now he was too glumeven to feel the
touch of paranoia that had initially inspired in him H's platoon sergeants, Grana and Jorgen
had provided as nuch of a buffer as possible, and neither had conplained at their |ieutenant going
into town every evening they were not running tests while they had to alternate. Lon pronised
hinsel f that he would find a way to make that up—that and everything el se he owed t hem

Lon had spoken to Captain Olis by conplink several times. Lon had alluded to his new situation
wi t hout coming right out and saying that he wanted to get married as
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soon as possible. The captain had clearly seen that sonething had changed. "I'd rather wait until
we can talk face to face, Captain," Lon had said when Olis probed for the cause. "I need to get a

few things sorted out in ny own head first."

As far as Lon was concerned, the flight from Nassau to Diligent Gty mght have been

i nstantaneous. He was oblivious to virtually everything. The pilot's announcenent that the
transport was on its final approach came as a shock. Lon's mnd was still in Basconbe East, under
The Wnking Eye with Sara.

Lon was surprised to find Captain Orlis waiting at the landing strip. Lon turned the platoons over
to their sergeants, to get the nen onto the buses that would carry themand their gear back to
barracks, then went to the captain and sal ut ed.

"I didn't expect to see you here, sir," Lon said after Olis returned the sal ute.

"I just had to see for nyself,”" Olis said.

"See what, sir?" Lon asked. "That we nade it back safely? *

"That one of my lieutenants hadn't suddenly turned into a babbling idiot."

"Sir?" There was no hint of censure to Orlis's face or voice, which nade his words all the nore
difficult to conprehend.

* "|f you had been as incoherent in your work this week as you've been talking with ne, | would
have heard about it from Major Pitt, or the regimental commander. But |'ve had not hi ng but
commendation for the whole lot of you, so it has to be sonmething else."

G adually Lon realized what the captain was tal king about, and that started himblushing. "I did

say | wanted to talk about it in person rather than by conplink, sir," Lon said. "It's personal,"
he added.

Olis shook his head but could not hide a smle. "I did gather that much. Get in the car. Tell ne

on the way in."
Even in person, Lon's tale verged on incoherency. Olis
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mai nly kept his eyes on ne road, followi ng the buses. A couple of tines he did glance to his side,
to |l ook at Lon.

After Lon finished, Otis remained silent for a nonent. Then he said, "I don't suppose there's any
creature in the galaxy quite as pathetic as a | ovesick lieutenant."

Lon was unable to reply to that.

"I shoul d have suspected," Olis said. "Just about anyone else, | suppose | would have. You net a
girl and fell so madly in love that you can't wait ten seconds |onger than absol utely necessary
before you marry her. Have | got that part of it nore or less right?"

"Yes, sir," Lon said—with difficulty.

"And you'd like me to rush through the red tape for permnission and so forth, help you secure
quarters, that sort of thing, maybe even choose drapes?"

The words stung, even though Lon thought the captain was teasing, having fun at his expense. He

sucked in an involuntarily deep breath. "I don't know about the drapes, sir," he said, which
occasi oned another of Olis's glances.
"Well, at least you've got a little starch left in your breeches," he said. "Tell me about her

wi t hout the breathl ess nbans of passion.”

So Lon tried again, fromthe start, how tfiey net, how that neeting had affected him It took tine
as he tried to conpose each sentence fully in his nmind before he spoke it. They arrived at their
destination before Lon had finished. Orlis parked the car behind the barracks and sat w thout

nmovi ng, fully watching Lon now, patiently listening through the entire recital

"l guess | got hit pretty hard,” Lon said after there had been an extended silence at the

concl usion of his story.

"There was a tine when an officer with less than ten years' service who canme to his comander with

a request like yours would have been closely examined to see if he were still fit to be an officer
in the Corps," Orlis said. "Before ny time, but recently enough that sone of the captains and
majors | served under when | was a new |lieutenant renenbered, had been affected by the ... well,
it was never officially taboo, but discouraged in the
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strongest ways possible short of prohibition. Alot of officers still have reservations about

married nmen serving at any rank, for reasons |I'msure you're aware of."

Lon nodded. "A married man can't be so totally conmritted to the Corps. He has other
responsibilities. And so forth."

"At great length. On the other side of the |edger there are studies that indicate that nmarried

of ficers and noncons nake nore stable | eaders, that what they nmight |ose in reckless bravery is
nmore than offset by increased nmaturity of judgnent. | tend to side with that group nysel f, but, of
course, I'malso married. | had been in the Corps just a few nonths short of ten years when that
happened, by the way."

"Yes, sir, | know, " Lon said.

Olis |looked at himfor a noment before he spoke again. "It's clear you're not going to be a hel
of a lot of use to ne the way you are, so | guess the fastest way to get back a fully functiona
lieutenant is to marry you off as fast as possible.”

"Thank you, Captain," Lon said.

"Ckay, you've had the good news. Now |'ve got to take the air out of your balloon. It doesn't | ook
as if it's going to be possible right away. This isn't official yet, but |I've had warning that

we' re probably going out on contract. .. very soon."”

"How soon? It wouldn't take Sara and ne | ong once we get the official approval."

Olis shook his head. "Sorry, Lon. Renenber, this is unofficial, you didn't hear it fromne, and
better not hear any rumors coming back. It doesn't go beyond the two of us, not even to your
Sara." He waited for Lon to nod before he continued. "There is an offer on the table, | understand
fromvery good sources, that would involve at | east one and possibly two full reginents. And of
the reginments that aren't short a battalion or nore just now, we're nunber one on the duty list.
If the Council of Reginents accepts the contract, we nmight have no nore than twenty-four hours
war ni ng before shipping out."
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Lon could al nost feel his heart plumeting out of his chest to roll on the floor of the car. "Yes,
sir," he said, sounding as glumas he felt. "WII| the nen be under any restrictions while we wait,
sir?" he asked after perhaps a mnute.

"How coul d there be restrictions when there's nothing going on?" Olis asked, feigning innocence
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Lon nodded. "I see what you nean."
"Now, if it will ease your mind, alittle, anyway, I'll start the ball rolling for you. Make the
request official, marked to nmy attention, and I'Il get it forwarded to battalion right away. Now,

go on, get inside, see to your nen, then sit down at your conplink and type out that request."
Sara answered the conplink call at The Wnking Eye. Seeing her nmade Lon both happy and sad at
once—happy to see her, sad to be so far away and not know how long it m ght be before they could
be toget her.

"I hoped it was you," Sara said, alnost breathless with excitenent. "I |ove you."

"l love you, too. W got back safely and |I've already put in the request for perm ssion to get
married. "

"Do you know how long it will take?"

Lon shook his head. "Processing marriage requests fromjunior officers isn't near the top of
anyone's list of priorities, but ny captain said he'd push it through as quickly as he can." He
didn't Iike not being able to tell her it mght be considerably delayed, that he m ght go on a
contract before they could get nmarried, but he took Matt O lis's warning seriously. "The request
went to battalion an hour ago, but | doubt that anyone there will even |look at it before Mnday.
And after that, hard telling howlong it will be. It could never be soon enough for ne."

"Or for me," Sara said.

They talked for a few mnutes, idle talk, content nore to |ook at and listen to each other. Then

Sara said, "lI've really got to go and hel p." She paused for an instant, then giggled. "You know,
when | go to Dirigent City, Papa
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may actually have to break down and hire soneone to help in the pub. He's going to hate that part
of it."
After ending the connection to Basconbe East, Lon stared listlessly at the conmpHnk nonitor. It was

suppertime. He knew he should go to the ness hall. It was either that or go to the canteen, or
into Canbo Town, and buy supper. He did not want to spend noney needl essly, not when he was facing
the added expense of a wife, but he also felt no urge to go to the ness hall. He had just about

convinced hinself to go anyway when there was a knock on his door

"Come in," Lon said, using the arrival as a spur to get himto his feet. Phip Steesen and Dean
Ericks came in together. They had changed into civilian clothes and were obviously ready for Canp
Town and a night of gentle debauchery.

"Like to cone into town with us?" Phip asked after Dean shut the 'door behind them

Lon smiled but shook his head. "You'll have to do the town up w thout me tonight, guys. |I'mnot up
toit."

"You're not going to pull a Janno on us, are you?" Phip asked with a seriousness that surprised
Lon. "Get married and run to civie street?"

"I amgetting married, but 1I'mnot planning on |eaving the Corps. You saw Sara, everyone in both
pl atoons did." The ones who m ght have passed up the chance to go into town for a few drinks had
all gone in once runors started to circulate that their |ieutenant had gone nadly, head over heels
in love. Lon had not been so totally oblivious as to niss that.

"Janno didn't plan to | eave either, when he got hinself hitched," Dean said.

"I'''mnot Janno, and Sara isn't Mary," Lon said. "Look, | know we haven't had nmuch chance to talk
the past few weeks. Maybe over the weekend we can get off for a couple of hours and talk over a
few beers soneplace quiet. But not yet. I've still got some work to do getting my head straight.
And right now |I've got to put sone
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food in ny stomach. Get yourselves off to Canp Town, and don't water your beer crying over ne.
Supper seened tastel ess, suffering through Lon's nenories of The Wnking Eye and Sara. After the
meal he went to the officers' club and had a drink, but he found no pleasure in that either, so he
went back to his room He set a programof nusic on his entertainment unit and |lay on his bunk,

staring at the ceiling . . . thinking of Sara.

Near ten o'clock, she called. The |last custoner had | eft The Wnking Eye. The nightly clean-up
ritual was alnost finished. They talked for nearly two hours, until it was clear they were both so
tired they were having difficulty keeping their eyes open

"Tormorrow, " Lon said. "I'Il call tomorrow "

And tonorrow, and tonorrow.
Monday norning, Lon nearly slept through his alarm He stunbled through his norning ritual and
went to breakfast in sonething of a personal fog, his nmind not conpletely alert.
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/ hardly know who 1 amanynore. It's as if | turned into sonmebody conpletely different the second
| saw Sara. Thinking of her brought a snile to his face and hel ped perk himup. It nade the food
taste better as well. He had nearly finished eating when Lead Sergeant Jim Ziegler canme to his
tabl e.

"Captain would like to see you, sir, as soon as you finish breakfast," Ziegler said.

"Two seconds, Sergeant." Lon took a last sip of coffee, then pushed his chair back. H s first

t hought was that it must be sonething about his request for pernmission to marry. That was quickly
overtaken by the far nore likely possibility that it had to do with the contract Orlis had all uded
to on Friday.

"Any idea what the captain wants?" Lon asked as he left the nmess hall with Ziegler

"He didn't say, Lieutenant, and it's too early of a Monday for me to try guessing."
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Lon chuckled. "I heard all of that."

Ziegler smled. "Yes, sir." Alpha' s |lead sergeant was one of only a handful of enlisted nmen in the
unit who were nmarried. He also had twenty-five years of service in the Corps, and was as inportant
to the functioning of the conpany as its conmander or either of its lieutenants. He was one of the
men Lon had sought advice fromin the confusing first days at Basconmbe East.

Matt Orlis was eating a doughnut at his desk. He waved Lon into a chair. "Back to the usua
schedul e, Lon," the captain said after taking a sip of coffee. "Your platoons have fatigue details
today and it's back to the contract office for you."

Lon nodded. "Any news, sir?" he asked, his voice cautious.

Olis snmled. "Not about anything. You keep your ears open, you m ght hear sonething before | do,
but you'll be totally surprised if you do, right?

"Totally," Lon agreed with a grin

"I had a short chat with Joe Pitt yesterday," Olis said then, |eaning back. Lon needed a second
to connect the nane: Major Joseph Pitt, Nassau Proving Range. "They only have the nost prelimnnary
wor kups yet on the tests, but Joe says it |ooks extrenely prom sing. He was already tal ki ng about
the possibility of doing nore extensive field tests during the winter war ganes."

"I't did | ook good," Lon said. "Men need nore than three or four tries to get the hang of it, even
after die sinmulators, but it's sonething |I'd sure like to have when we really need it."

"You and everyone el se who's ever been there," Olis said quietly, seriously. "Maybe this tine

it'll be a go."

Maybe 1'I1 get a chance to nose around and find out where this world is that we mght get a
contract for, Lon thought as he wal ked to Corps Headquarters. He chuckled at the fanciful imge,
knowi ng he woul d do nodiing of the kind. I'lIl find out soon enough if it turns up. No need to go
| ooking for grief.
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The Contracts section occupi ed much of the north wi ng of Corps Headquarters, on the ground fl oor
and the first basenent |evel. The largest part of Contracts was OSlI, the Ofice of Strategic
Intelligence. Its job was to collect information on all of the settled worlds possible: political
soci al, and econonmic conditions; enemies and allies; possibilities for enploynent. OSI maintained
one of the nost extensive databases in the galaxy. Mst of the informati on was avail able to any
officer in the Corps. OSI conducted investigations, when possible, before contracts were accepted
and troops conmtted. Wth minimumround-trip transit tinmes between worlds approaching a nonth, it
was not al ways possi bl e.

During his weekly tours with Contracts, Lon had been shuffled fromoffice to office with seem ng
abandon, working in two different OSI departnments as well as in the contracts assessnent
departnent, which was Contracts' other prinmary division. He never knew until he reported in where
he woul d be working any Monday. This tinme he was told to report to the audit office of OSI. That
had nothing to do with finances. It was responsible for checking the accuracy of recent database
entries. It was, in Lon's opinion, the nost boring assignnent in Contracts.

It was alnpost a relief when Captain Zim the officer in charge of the audit office, came to the
conplink Lon was working a little after nine o' clock and told himto report to the commuandi ng

of ficer of Contracts.

"Yes, sir," Lon replied, logging off of the database while he spoke. "Any idea what it's about?"
"Sonet hing the colonel wants you to |look at," Zi m said.

Li eut enant Col onel Jorge Ruiz had his office on the first floor, with two wi ndows facing the
courtyard that held specinens of cannon spanning the previous thirteen centuries.

"Cone on in, Nolan." Ruiz was extrenely informal inside the section's office space, standing on
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little cerenmony except when it might be necessary to inpress off-

56

Rl CK SHELLEV

world visitors. "Have a seat."” He waited until Lon was seated on one of the |eather and bonewood
chairs that faced his desk before he continued.

"This m ght seemlike sone type of pop quiz to test how well you've |earned your |essons here, but

it's not," Ruiz said. Lon lifted an eyebrow. "I want you to exanine a file and suggest a course of
action. Unfortunately, |I can't give you as nuch time as I'd like. Take until eleven-thirty hours.
Reach your concl usions and have your reasons ready. We'll discuss it over lunch in the senior
officers' ness."

"Yes, sir," Lon said.

Col onel Ruiz gave himthe file name. "I'IIl tell Captain Zimthat you're not to be disturbed, that

you're working a special project for ne.
The interview took less than five nminutes. Lon returned to the audit office and keyed his password
and the file nane into his conplink. After less than a mnute of scanning the preanble to the
file, he knew this was the contract Captain Orlis had hinted at.

Arguably, the food was no better in the senior officers' ness at Corps Headquarters than at any

ot her ness on base, but it was served on fine china, wimfancier flatware and crystal glasses. The

tables had real linen tablecloths. The salt and pepper shakers were crystal. Soft nusic played in
t he background. Waiters provided table service.

"Well, what's your opinion?" Colonel Ruiz asked Lon after they had ordered |l unch and the waiter
had left.

Lon shrugged. '"Fromthe naterial | had to inspect, sir, | see no substantial distinction in the
merits of the clainms by the two colonies on Aldrin. They arrived separately from Earth, both with
valid charters. They have renai ned separate throughout the intervening five centuries. There is
not hing to suggest that either is norally preferable to the other. Now they have both begun to

expand their nunbers to the point where they are conpeting for the same new territories. | see no
reason why the Corps should not feel free to accept a contract fromeither side, if one is
of fered, but—you do want ny personal opinion, Colonel?" Wien Ruiz nodded, Lon said, "I think we

m ght best serve Aldrin by offering nmediation service between the two colonies, if necessary
backed up by peacekeeping troops to provide a buffer until political agreenent is reached."
"You think that medi ati on and peacekeepi ng woul d be the Corps' best proposal ?" Ruiz asked.
"Based on the material available to nme, yes, sir."

" "And if one or both sides declined that proposal ?''
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"Well, sir, if both sides declined, then | don't see that the equation has changed. There is stil

no real difference between the two. However, if one accepted-honestly and not as some sort of
transparent ploy-while the other declined, then I would suggest that we mght favor the side that
had accepted the offer, if they proffered a contract."

Their lunch arrived, and the conversation was tabled until the waiter was gone and they had tasted
t he food.

"One nore question, Nolan," Ruiz said after dabbing at his Iips with a |inen napkin

"Hypot heti cal . Supposing that the Corps offered nediation and peacekeepi ng, one side accepted and
the other declined, but it was the side that declined our offer that was willing and able to
contract for mlitary services?"

This time Lon hesitated before he ventured his reply. "I wouldn't presune to offer an opinion
based solely on the information | read this nmorning, Colonel. | think it would depend on the
reasons this side advanced for declining the offer of nediation and peacekeepi ng, and what our own
i nvestigations of those reasons turned up."

Colonel Ruiz was silent for a time, not paying attention to his food or really |ooking at Lon

"I do know one thing, Colonel,"” Lon said. "Going in on a contract. The nen like to think that
they're on the side of the good guys. |f they thought otherwise, |'mnot certain that tiieir
performance would be quite up to the same standard."

"I know that, Nolan. | haven't been a desk soldier all the time. The question only arises in a

case like this.™

"This is an actual situation, sir? Sonething pendi ng?"

"It's for real, Nolan." Ruiz sounded tired. "One we've been butting our heads against for nonths.
Your analysis, by the way, was excellent. The questions you raised are anong the very ones that
the Council of Regi ments has been debating. W' ve had a team of observers there for quite sone
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time, trying to get agreenent to medi ati on and peacekeeping."

" '"We just wait for something they see or hear to tip the bal ance one way or the other?" Lon
asked.
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Rui z nade a gesture of hel pl essness with his hands, then shook his head. "Let's say that a
decision would be a lot sinpler if there were a |ot of other contracts being offered.”

Lon had not been sworn to any special secrecy over the job Colonel Ruiz had asked himto do,
not hi ng beyond the routine confidentiality he had been warned about his first day in Contracts.
After work that Monday, Lon sought out Captain Olis.

"That information | didn't hear fromyou?" Lon said in a hushed voice. "I wouldn't bank on it-—not
soon, anyway. It all looks rather iffy."

Matt Orlis nodded. "I know. But | suspect that the Council will eventually choose to put nmen to
wor k. "

"But nmaybe it will take long enough for Sara and ne to get married first,"'
"Patience. It's in the works. Just keep your pants on."

"Well, Captain, I'mhere and she's there, so | don't have nmuch choi ce about that."

There was an interview with Lieutenant Col onel Black over the request for perm ssion to nany.
Another interview with the Corps Personal Welfare office—that one included a questionnaire that
was part psychol ogi cal profile and part analysis of his ability and willingness to support a wife
and famly. "We need to know everything possible in order to help in the nost efficient manner,"”
Lon was told.

Two weeks after Lon's return from Nassau Proving Range, there still was no word on his request, or
on the possible contract on Aldrin. Lon's Monday duties were switched. He renained with his

pl at oons, while Carl Hoper went off on sonme other variety of detached duties.

Each eveni ng during the week, and several tines on Saturdays and Sundays, Lon spent time on the
complink with Sara. After two weeks, both were show ng inpatience, especially when they tal ked.
"Daddy says there's
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no way to rush the Corps," she said several tines. "That we just have to wait as best we can."

Lon suggest ed.

"My captain tells ne pretty much the same thing," Lon admitted. "I think he's tired of ne naggi ng
hi m about it."
"Lon, |'ve been thinking. | could nove to Dirigent City. |I've got a bit of noney saved up from ny

tips. Get a snall apartnent close to you. That would be better than going crazy waiting so far
apart."

Lon's heart started thunping harder. "I'd |l ove that, Sara, but—eally—+ think you'd better stay
with your folks until we can get married. 1'd worry too nuch about you alone here. Let's do it
right, the way we planned. Maybe it won't be so rmuch | onger after all."

Three days later, word finally came.

The contract, not the request for permission to marry. Twenty-four hours after that, Lon and his
men were aboard the battalion transport Long Shake, heading out-systemwi mthe rest of 7th

Regi ment, en route to Aldrin.

"Two col oni es have coexi sted peacefully for centuries,” Lon told his platoons during the first
briefing aboard ship. "Aldrin East and Aldrin Wst are anong the ol dest settlenents pl anted
directly fromEarth that are not in either the Confederation of Human Wrlds or the Second
Commonweal th. They have shared the only continent that has what they consider to be acceptable
climate and conditions. Apart fromtheir reluctance to deal with each other, they have been
physical ly separated by a nmountain chain that runs fromnortheast to southwest." Lon had charts of
me world projected on a wall nonitor so the men could see what he was tal king about. "Both

col oni es have grown consi derably and are feeling popul ati on pressures that have forced themto
expand into areas they consider less than ideal. The area where the conflict between themcane to
a head is here, south of this peninsula." He pointed to an area that lay nearly on the planet's
equator. "Another tropical paradise?" Phip Steesen asked.
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"I don't know where we're going in," Lon said. "There has been, according to the |last reports,
some minor skirmshing there, but our client, Aldrin West, is far nore concerned over what they
see as an attenpt to invade their core regions to the north, well into the tenperate zone."

He paused. "We've had people on Aldrin for nearly a year, trying to get the two sides to agree to
enpl oy the DMC for nedi ation and peacekeeping. As long as there was no fighting, the Council of
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Regi ments declined to accept a contract to help inpose the will of one colony on the other. It was
only when Aldrin East sent settlers and troops across the continental divide into ms |arge
tropical plain on what traditionally had been Aldrin West's side of the continent that we started
to gear up for this contract. Wien word cane that Aldrin East was al so sending troops across the
nmount ai ns here"—he pointed out the area on the map—we got our orders. W know a | ot about the top
peopl e in each colony, and have better nman average data on the size of the arm es each side can
field. Not perfect, but better than we have nobst tines.

"Both col oni es have | ong nai ntai ned standing armes. Both have increased the size of those arnies
over the past several years to neet the threat each saw fromthe other. Each has its own nunitions
i ndustry and a wel | -devel oped econony. East can field credible opposition, and that includes a
sizable air fleet, which is why we're taking a full fighter squadron to support our effort. W're
tal ki ng about national arnies here, but the |evel of professionalismappears to be high on both

si des.

' 'The m ssion we have contracted for is to repul se the invasion of Wst's heartland, and to evict
die soldiers East has sent into the area under dispute in the south. W will not attenpt to force
relocation of civilians there but will prevent any new Easterners fromnoving in. We are to do
what we can to minimze antagonizing the civilian Easterners. The Council of Reginents still hopes
to turn this contract into one of nediati on and peacekeeping once we're on the ground."
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"I know one way we could nmake peace between them " Pl atoon Sergeant Jorgen said when Lon asked for
coments and questions. "But | sure hope that's not what the Council has in mnd. '*

"What's that?" Lon asked.

"Make both sides so nad at us that they'll kiss and make up and all turn against us." That brought
uneasy | aughs from sone of the men, openly worried | ooks from others.

"They won't do that unless they get full payment for the contract in advance," Phip said, but his
qui p sounded nervous.

"Not hi ng has been said about anything like that,"” Lon said. "W go in and do our job. The
contract teamw |l continue to try to persuade both sides to agree to nediation, with 7th Regi nent
avail able to make certain there are no additional incidents. And 12th Regi nent has been alerted to
possibly reinforce us, in either role. If conditions deteriorate before we arrive, 12th m ght

al ready be on the way when we | and. The contract officers have authority to request that on their
own. "

" "How long a contract is this?' ' Tebba G rana asked

"The maxi mum duration under the initial contract is six nonths," Lon said. "If necessary, under
conditions spelled out in detail in the contract. That neans that if we get the war won faster, we
get paid off and head for hone sooner. If we do turn this into a peacekeeping effort, the time
could be longer. But, as | understand the way the Corps works these things, we're not likely to
stay longer than six nonths. If it goes beyond that, 7th would probably be rotated back to
Diligent and anot her reginment brought in to replace us."” / sure hope it doesn't run that |ong, he
thought. This is one tine I'd like to be in and out as fast as possible. | wouldn 't even conplain
if we got there and turned right around to go hone without even | anding.

The voyage to Aldrin seemed interminable to Lon, as if there were weeks between Q space transits

i nstead of
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three days. Lon studied the database on Aldrin until he had large sections of it virtually

menori zed. He scanned me nmaps, concentrating on the area where the invading army was supposed to
be headed, and on the area in dispute to the south. He studi ed photographs and vi deo, and read

Al drinian news accounts that the contract officers had relayed to Dirigent. He played the gane of
pl anni ng the canpai gn for hinmself, decided how he would use the reginent to fulfill the contract
in the fastest, nobst econonical manner. And, every day, he wote long letters to Sara, knowing it
m ght be weeks before he would get a chance to send any of them Wen he could think of nothing
else to wite, he added | ong accounts of his nenories of Earth—knowi ng they would interest Sara.
He spent an hour or two working out in the gymevery day, pushing hinself, as al ways.

Most nights he slept only with the aid of a sleep patch. He took that step on his own, know ng
that Captain Orlis would order it if he saw any sign that Lon was not getting a decent anount of
sleep. 1've learned sonme of ny | essons, Lon told hinself one night just after he put the patch on
his neck. No one has to tell ne to keep nyself in order now. | can do what | have to do. He was
asl eep al nost before he finished the thought.

"W won't be going in hot," Lieutenant Col onel Black told his officers. The staff neeting had been
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called six hours after the Dirigenter fleet cane out of its final Q space transit in Aldrin's
system The ships were on course, two and a half days out. "That's the word as of this mnute,

subj ect, of course, to change, but the intelligence | ooks good. The invading arny is still in the
nmount ai ns, noving rather slowy on the ground. They've been forced to | eave behind nost of their
ground transport and nove on foot. Apparently Aldrin East didn't feel confident enough of air
superiority to try to nove its troops across the nmountains by air, even though they have the
shuttles to do it, and fighter aircraft to cover them" He shrugged. "W are not privy to the
reasoni ng behind the
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decision. Qur representatives are no |onger welcone in East, nor have they been able to continue
talking with East's | eaders even by conplink." He coughed lightly, an affected gesture. "That

n ght have sonething to do with the fact that we're on our way in. It seens that Wst broadcast
the news, with a 'get out while you can' type of, ah, suggestion. There is no indication that news
of our approach has scared East into abandoning their efforts.” He paused. ' '| guess it was worth
atry, but it does nean that we have no el enent of surprise going for us, which nmakes it that much
better that we're going into a safe zone, to be noved into position later, if our nere presence on
the ground doesn't scare East into turning around." He sniled. "That does appear unlikely. It
woul d be nice, though. Renenber, until we're told different, we would prefer to avoid a nmjor
fight. We hope to make both sides see that it would be far better to find a peaceful solution to
their differences."” That was being enphasi zed, on every level, at every possibility. ' 'That means
that, subject to the requirenents of security, we treat the civilians of East with kid gl oves and
do not go, ah, overboard even agai nst arned conbatants. W protect ourselves. W do the job, but
with such restraint as is nmlitarily feasible."

Several rows back, Lon frowned, his head bent forward. He had studied military history during his
time at The Springs, the North American MIlitary Academy on Earth. The idea of limting efforts
agai nst an arnmed eneny brought inages of disaster to mnd

"Nol an?"

Lon was surprised to hear Colonel Black call his nane. He | ooked up. "Sir?"

"You | ook as if you've just bitten into a rotten gav-vie."

"Sorry, sir. Wat you said brought sonething back to me. Mlitary history, sir. lraqgq. Vietnam
Korea. Restrained warfare."

Bl ack nodded. "I know the references, Nolan." He | ooked around the room "For any of you who m ght
not know what Lieutenant Nolan is tal king about, | suggest
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you |l og on to the database and check themout. He is referring to three wars that took place on
Earth in"—he | ooked at Lon as if for sonme confirmati on—the twentieth or early twenty-first
century."

"Second half of the twentieth, sir," Lon said.

"Yes," Black said, nodding. "The point | want to nmake here is that the linmtations on one side in
each of those wars were inposed by civilian political |eaders, not by mlitary comanders on the
scene. In this case, any linmtations will be designed and overseen by Col onel Flowers on the
advice of his CIC'—Conbat Intelligence Center—and the battalion comanders. W are not going to
all ow our nmen to be placed in unnecessary jeopardy to satisfy the whinms of civilian politicians.
W will use such restraint as possible w thout those conplications. W place the safety of our
people first." He focused on Lon then. "I trust mat satisfies your concerns, Nolan?"

"Conpl etely, sir," Lon said—ot too nuch of an exaggeration. Nothing, short of leaving Aldrin to
its own devices could do it conpletely.

Intelligence on conditions on Aldrin cane in alnobst hourly as the DMC fl eet approached. Sone cane
fromthe governnment of Aldrin West. Mre (and nore reliable) information cane fromthe Dirigenters
who had been on the world to secure the contract. Lon | ogged on several tines each day to keep
track of the | atest changes, and passed on sone of that information to his platoon sergeants and
squad | eaders.

"W get down there, | want to nmake sure we're as prepared as we can be," he told Grana and
Jorgen. "This could be a touchy contract. We don't want nistakes that mi ght conplicate matters."
"I'"ve got no argument with that, Lieutenant," Grana said. "I |ooked up those wars on Earth you

told us about.” Lon had nentioned themto his platoon sergeants after bringing themup at UK
officers' briefing. "Scary, the things that happened because the civilians were tying the arny's
hands. "
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"Well, Colonel Black pronised that we won't have anything like that, Tebba. But we don't want to
screw things up on our own, either."

"We'll do our best."

Lon nodded. "W all will." And hope it's enough

Sevent h Regi nent was twelve hours fromshuttle [ aunch. There had been no changes in the announced
plan. The regiment would land in safe areas, well away from any chance of fighting. The only

t hreat —seen as mini mal —aas that Al drin East might stage an air raid, trying to catch the shuttles
on the way down. But Aldrin West promsed to have its air force up, and Col onel Flowers planned to
have the fleet's squadron of Shrike fighters out to provide protection for the shuttles as well.
The | ast day before grounding on a contract was always free of duty, except for those with command
responsibility. Men slept and ate, fortifying thensel ves against the possibility that both food
and slunber night be in short supply. Squad | eaders tried to make sure that the rookies, nen who
had never been on a combat contract before, did not get too nervous. Oficers and noncons took
time to study the operational orders. But they, too, tried to get in as nmuch food and sl eep as
possi bl e.

Lon was |ying on his bunk, eyes closed, but he was not sleeping. He had given hinself a schedul e
Ten hours before the programmed | aunch of the shuttles, he would put on a sleep patch to nake
certain he got six hours. Now he was going over the files on Aldrin again, working to keep from
forgetting anything that mght prove vital later. Like cramming for a test at the acadeny, he

t hought during one break in his concentration

The knock on his door was soft, as if whoever was on the other side did not want to wake himif he
were asleep. "Cone in," Lon said. He did not open his eyes until he
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heard the netallic noise of the door |latch. Then he swung around to sit up on the edge of his
bunk.

"Hell o, Phip," Lon said, smling as Steesen cane in and shut the door. "Something on your ni nd?"
"Just checking, Lon. You going to be all right on this?" There was no m staking the concern in
Phi p's voi ce—eoncern of a soldier for his conmmander, and the concern of a man for his friend. "I
mean, you've got Sara on your nmind now. "

Lon stood face-to-face with Phip. "I'Il be okay. Thanks for asking. But 1've had tine to get ny
head straight. | think.” He grinned. "Anyway, |'ve got ninety-eight of the best nmen in the Corps
| ooking after ne."

Phip grinned back. "Sonetinmes | forget you're no rookie anynore. W' ve been through a Iot, on
contract and on pass."

"W have that, Phip."

"I see that cadet that Lieutenant Hoper is training, and | renenber what it was |ike when you
first cane to us."” Lon laughed. "Yes, | know | was once that raw. But once we get hone from
Aldrin, Oficer Cadet Esau O Fallon will get his lieutenant's pips, like |I did after Norbank."

O Fall on had been with the conpany el even nmonths, waiting his chance to earn his commission in
conbat .

Phip started to say sonething but bit it off. He had nearly mentioned that it was on Norbank that
Li eutennant Arlan Taiters—ton's mentor during his apprenticeshi p—had been killed. Not at all the
thing to say now, Phip told hinself. But nentioning Norbank had brought the sane nmenory to Lon

"I'"ll be okay, Phip," he repeated. "I have every intention of staying smart and alert, to nake
sure | get back to Sara. You can tell the others that |'ve got ny head on straight."
"I think everybody knows that. | just figured |I'd better cone in, see was there anything

di stracting you. Anyway, conpared to what we've been through before, this looks like it nmight be a
far sight snoother."
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"I hope so, but don't count on it. There are thirty mllion people on Aldrin, and the two col onies
don't like each other. W could end up snack in the niddle of that, |ike getting between a couple

of lovers who are having an all-out braw ."

Phi p shook his head. "W've seen a couple of those, too, haven't we? That one in the Purple
Harridan, the one the MPs had to conme in to break up?"

"I renmenber." That had been a year before, the worst incident of violence that Lon had seen on
Dirigent... apart fromthe nock viol ence of conbat exercises. A man and a worman had gotten into a
knock-down, drag-out fight, the kind that breaks furniture and totally disrupts business. The
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other soldiers in the bar would have broken it up, except that the woman—a civilian—was clearly
able to defend herself, giving as good as she got. That had not saved her boyfriend, a private in
3rd Reginment, fromcourt-nmartial, conviction, and discharge with prejudice fromthe DMC after
receiving a dozen lashes in front of his reginment. "Watever happened to that gal ?" Lon asked.
Phi p shook his head. "I don't know. Haven't seen her in six nonths. Probably back with her
boyfriend by now, or training recruits in hand-to-hand fighting." He | aughed. That was unlikely.
The Dirigent Mercenary Corps did not have any fermale soldiers, and all boot training was done by
conmbat veterans.

A neal, sleep, another neal. Two hours before his nen were scheduled to board their shuttles, Lon
was dressed in canoufl age battledress, ready. In a few mnutes he would go to spend Iine with his
men, stopping briefly with each squad, chatting, trying to spot potential problens, and trying to
reassure his nen—both about the coming work and his own cal mess. If his nmen saw that he was easy
about what was to cone, they would be, too. As long as | don't run around like a chicken with its
head cut off, he reninded hinself, recalling how he had been the first time in—dntil Captain Olis
put him straight.
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"We're not going to have anyone shooting at us first thing," he rem nded his nen. "W've got good
intelligence on the ground, and we're going to land far fromthe eneny. W won't be going in with
rounds in the chanber and safeties off."

"They gonna have dancing girls to neet us?" soneone in fourth platoon asked.

"l don't know. It's not on the program"™ Lon replied.

"We're in good shape, Lieutenant," Tebba Grana said, "the best | can renenber going in on a
conbat contract." Lon was with his two platoon sergeants in his cabin. They still had forty-five
m nutes before nmoving to the shuttles.

Weil Jorgen nodded his agreenent. "The idea that we're not going to have to fight our way off the

shuttl es makes a big difference,"” he added. "I've had a couple of men suggest that they m ght not
feel so good if that was coming. 'Been so long we night be rusty,' one of themtold ne. This way,
everyone figures they'll have a chance to ease into anything."

"When it cones, it may still conme in a hurry,"” Lon said. "I wouldn't encourage that 'ease into it
i dea. "

"I won't, but they're ready. It may be a long tine since we've been in conbat, but we don't let no
rust accumul ate.”

"1 know, Weil. You and Tebba supply all the oil that's necessary. |I'mnot worried about
preparedness. And, with a fair bit of luck, this mght turn out to be an easy contract. But we
can't count on that. It could turn ugly fast, and there are a lot of Aldrinians carrying weapons,
on both sides.”

Bot h pl at oon sergeants nodded. They had seen the intelligence estinmate that each side had nore
than a hundred t housand nmen under arns, nore than half career soldiers. East and Wst each had

mai ntai ned a standing armnmy for generations. The col oni es had never trusted each other

"It's a big place, lotta people,"” Tebba said. "Not |ike nost worlds we get to, not al

concentrated in one or two places."
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"No, it's not," Lon agreed. West had a half dozen cities whose popul ati on was above a quarter
mllion, and Syracuse, the capital, had well over a mllion residents. There were scores of
smaller cities, as well as the nore common towns and villages. The popul ati on distribution was
simlar in Aldrin East. There were probably no nore than two dozen col ony worl ds anywhere with
nore people. And the ambunt of tolerable |land area was snaller than average. That's the whole
probl em here, Lon thought.

Lon inspected his troops again, superficially, in the troop bays before the platoons marched to
the arnory to draw weapons and anmunition and nove on to the shuttle hangar. There was no audi bl e
j oki ng. The nood was serious—busi ness-|i ke anong the veterans, nervous anong the rooki es—but not
extrerme.

Second Battalion would be |anding near the town of George's Gap, three hundred nmiles east of
Syracuse, two hundred fromthe nearest enemy troops. The other battalions would | and near ot her
towns, in an arc roughly centered on the point of the enenmy advance across the mountain chain that
separated the colonies. Aldrin West had its own troops farther east, with units doi ng what they
could to harass the eneny and slow their advance.

"It looks as if they've been playing it smart," Captain Olis had told his lieutenants and O ficer
Cadet O Fallon during their last private talk before |landing. "Keeping their risk to a nininum
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whil e hol di ng up the eneny colums. A damm good piece of general ship, fromthe reports |I've seen.”
"If they're so good, why do they need us?" O Fall on asked.

"Maybe West woul d rather spend noney than bl ood,"” Carl Hoper suggested. "They have no enptiona
stake in us."

Lon thought that O Fallon flinched at that.

"As long as we do the job, we're as expendable as bullets," Hoper added, and Lon was certain that
O Fal | on
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flinched this tinme. / suppose | would have, back when | was going in the first tine, Lon thought,
trying to be fair to the younger man. He's never been in conbat.

"That's our job, OFallon," Olis said. "That's why there's always going to be a narket for

prof essional s |like

us.

"Yes, sir," OFallon said, not quite stuttering.

The attack shuttles did not attenpt a "hot" |anding, accelerating into the atnosphere to get their
passengers down and out of the boats as quickly as possible, but the ride was not as gentle as a
civilian shuttle. The video nonitors spaced around the bul kheads of the troop conpartment in Lon's
shuttl e gave them a good view of the town below, and the snall hydroel ectric dam set up across the
river in the gap that had given the town its name, CGeorge's Gap. The | anding zone was on the north
side of the river, away fromthe settled part of the community.

There were no dancing girls to nmeet the soldiers. Until after all the shuttles were on the ground,
there was no one at all. Only after the | ast boat touched down did a car cone across the top of
the dam The troops had been fornmed up by conpany by then, with their supplies stacked behi nd each
pl at oon.

Col onel Bl ack had passed the "stand easy" order.

"Can't tell there's a war goin' on here,"” Phip nuttered.

Lon did not turn, but heard Tebba tell Phip to stop talking in ranks. / hope it stays that way,
Lon t hought.

The first few hours on Aldrin were an al nost gi ddy experience for Lon. Gravity was 6 percent bel ow
Earth normal, 4 percent bel ow what he had becone used to on Diligent. The atnospheric pressure

al so was |low, but despite that, the air seened "rich"—hi gher in oxygen.

"A man gets to breathing hard, he could get so |lightheaded he'd float away," he comrented to
Captain Olis while the nmen erected tents that had been brought down by supply shuttles. The
battalion was setting up canp a half mle from George's Gap.
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"We'll get used to it," Olis said. "A couple of days and this will seemlike normal."

"I"'mnot worried about here, but what's it like up in those mountains?" Lon asked. "If we have to

nmeet East's army too high, it could get to be a problem Back on Earth, operating a mle above sea
| evel took careful acclimation."”

Olis nodded. "That's one of the reasons we set down here. The plan is to give us two full days
here. Then we'll nove east, higher, get into position in front of East's |line of advance with two
or three days in hand. | know it's been covered before, but warn your men agai nst the ultraviol et
danger to eyes again. W don't want problens.”

Lon nodded. The nen's nol ecul ar heal th mai ntenance systens would prevent long-termdisability from
WV exposure, but the nmedical nanobots needed tine to operate. "I'll make sure the word gets to
everyone, Cap."

The captain grinned suddenly. "You weren't with us on Blayne. That was about eight years ago.

Bl ayne's just a little more massive than Mars, nmininmally breathable atnosphere. Gavity forty
percent of normal. Wnds over a hundred and twenty mles per hour. Blayne wouldn't have been worth
much but for its mneral s—gold, uranium and several transuranic elenments. There was a | arge

m ni ng col ony, and people who wanted to raid the world to make a | ot of quick noney. W spent

ei ght weeks there, and a couple of weeks getting readjusted to full gravity when we got hone. This
is a piece of cake conpared to that."

The real surprise of the first day came an hour before sunset, when the western sky turned lil ac,
the col or deepening as the sun noved closer to the horizon. The sight was novel enough to draw the
attention of even the nost jaded of Lon's nmen.

"Any i dea what causes it, Lieutenant?" Phip Steesen asked.

"Not of fhand. Must be something organic in the air, spores or sonething like that. It wasn't
nmentioned in the
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files on Aidrin. 1'll check on it." Later, he told hinself. For the nonent he just wanted to watch
it, like nost of the other nen standing out in the open and staring into the west.

Two days later, 2nd Battalion was a hundred mles east of CGeorge's Gap and fifteen hundred feet

hi gher. The lilac-colored sunsets continued, but with dimnished intensity. Lon learned that his
guess had been correct. The phenonenon was the result of airborne spores, rising in the afternoon
heat of the river valleys. It was an annual event, lasting three to five weeks. The spores were
for a native tree that was al nost |i ke southern pine in appearance, but the wood was softer
unsuitable for use in construction. According to the report Lon got, its only "saving graces" were
the colorful displays the spores provided and the tree's citrus scent.

The battalion nade canp again. Twice daily, the officers gathered to hear the | atest updates on
the progress of Aidrin East's invading army and the del aying actions the DMC s hosts were taking
More detailed tactical maps were provided of the area where the regi ment was expected to be
inserted to stop East's advance conpl etely.

"Two full days here,"” Colonel Black told the officers as soon as the second canp was established.
"Then we bring the shuttles in after dark to nove us into position. |If East keeps com ng, we wait
there for them pick our ground, and prepare. |If they change course, we nove to intercept
them—ost likely on the ground, as long as that's practical. W hit themw th everything we've
got, including Shrikes. Try to score heavily enough that they give up or turn for hone."

The enemy force nunmbered nore than eight thousand, nearly twice the size of 7th Reginent. Aidrin
West had a battalion, five hundred nmen, involved in the delaying action. They were noving three
nore battalions into position to support the nmercenaries in what was hoped woul d be the decisive
engagenent .

"I'f that doesn't settle the matter favorably, Col one
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Flowers is ready to send a nessage rocket back to Diri-gent to order 12th Regi nent here to back us
up," Black said. "W will withdraw to wait for them not try to stay engaged no matter what. The
governnent of West has been notified of that decision, which seens to have had sonething to do
with their decision to put four full battalions of their own troops into the fight."

There were no civilian communities close enough to the eneny's line of advance to be in early
danger, or to conmplicate matters for the defenders. George's Gap was the nearest |arge town, and
the nearest village was thirty mles west of the battalion's current canp.

A nore businesslike way to run a contract, even if we do end up with one hell of a pitched battle,
Lon thought after that briefing. No do-or-die heroics, no taking inpossible orders fromthe
contracting government.

Twenty hours before the schedul ed nove fromthe battalion's second canp, it started to rain. For
the first few hours it cane as a series of isolated showers. Then the rain became constant, and
heavi er, pushed by a thirty-mle-per-hour wind. Before the rain, the daytinme highs had been in ne
upper seventies. The day of the rain, the tenperature never got above fifty-five degrees
Fahrenheit, and by sunset, when the battalion broke canmp, the tenperature had fallen to forty-

ei ght.

"So much for your 'another tropical paradise,' Phip," Lon nmentioned while the folded tents were
bei ng stacked.

"l don't mnd the chill,” Phip replied, wiping water fromthe faceplate of his helnmet, "but I
could sure do without the ice water. How long is this stuff supposed to keep com ng?"

"At |east through the night," Lon said. "Maybe through tonorrow norning, too."

"Great. Just great." Phip noved away, shaking his head.

Not hing wong with a little rain, Lon thought, grinning behind the cover of his visor. Until you
have to sleep in three inches of water and nud.
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The battalion forned up by conpany and used darkness and the high forest to cover their novenent
fromany spy satellites that mght still be operational. Colonel Black set a hard pace. H s goa

was for the battalion to cover fifteen mles—npst of it severely uphill—by dawn. Ten-nminute breaks
each hour were all he permitted. The rain continued, with only a few short halts. In the norning,
the battalion nade canp in the rain, the nmen taking what care they could to stretch tarps above
them when they settled in to try to sleep for a few hours.

"Gve us tents when it's nice and sunny, then take them away when the weather gets rotten
said as he got ready to settle in himself for three hours. Either he or Wil Jorgen woul d be

G rana
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awake, on duty, at all times. The men would stand watch one hour in three, even though the eneny
was—supposedl y—still nore than twenty mles away.

"Just to let us knowthis isn't a lark,"” Lon replied. "There are good trees overhead to keep off
the worst of it, and to hide us. Try to keep the nen fromfrolicking out in the open, in case
there's anyone watching."

"I've already told themto keep their heads down. You sound |like you enjoy this," Tebba accused.
"I't could be worse, Tebba. This could be snow and sleet and the tenperature sixty degrees col der.
O it could be as steany as New Bali." Lon could not give hinmself the "pleasure" of trying to
sleep yet. There was a battalion officers' call first. Colonel Black wanted to share the | atest

i nformati on.

"We' Il stay put today," he said after congratulating his officers on the distance they had
covered. ' 'Move another eight miles after dark, then set up and wait for East. The good news is
that the rain should end before noon. The bad news is that it doesn't look as if the tenmperature's
going to get any warner. 'Unseasonably cool' is how the neteorologist put it. Maybe forty for the
|l ow tonight. W can deal with that even though we can't have any open fires." The thermal

i nsul ation of DMC battledress would hold in body heat. Hel met faceplates would keep any
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breeze fromfaces. doves. "After your nmen have had their first round of sleep, put themto

cl eani ng weapons. W're getting cl ose enough that the chance of the eneny pulling a surprise can't
be ruled out, no matter how good we think our intelligence is."

The col onel paused before he added, "The way things | ook now, we could be seeing conmbat not nuch
nore than twenty-four hours fromnow | want us as ready as possible."

Despite his earlier show of cheerful ness, Lon did not manage any sleep while the rain continued.
It eased off by midnmorning and was over before noon, but the ground remained wet, water continued
to drip fromthe tree he had his bedroll under, and the sky remained threatening well into the
afternoon. He did nanage to doze, off and on, but never anything that was satisfying or restful

He was al nost relieved when it was tinme to pack his bedroll and get ready for the evening' s march
The battalion did not make as good tinme the second night. The pace was sl ower and the breaks

| onger. Col onel Black did not push his nmen. It helped that they had little nore than half as far
to go. The sky started to clear after sunset, too late for there to be any hint of the air showto
the west. / don't think even that woul d have picked me up tonight, Lon conceded. Wen they finally
reached their destination, a self-heating nmeal was wel come nore for the warnth of the food than
for its taste. The battalion ate before it started prepari ng defensive positions and pl anting

el ectroni ¢c snoops and |land mnes farther out, before scouting patrols were sent off to get a
better view of the land than they could get sinply from photographs taken fromorhbit.

"We'll be on hal f-and-half watches," Lon told his platoon sergeants. ' 'Wth a little luck
everyone night get two hours of sleep before trouble reaches us." And before anyone could try to
get that mnimal ration of sleep, foxholes had to be dug, other defensive preparations taken
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"Don't | et anyone slack off just because we haven't heard a shot yet."

Lon cleaned his own rifle and pistol for the second time in sixteen hours. Then, once his men had
their enplacements ready, Lon finally allowed hinself a chance to rest. To wait. Sleep came, but
it was not particularly restful

Col onel Flowers and the commander of the Aldrin West forces had chosen their positions carefully—a
bucket into which East's invading arnmy was expected to funnel. Flowers' 2nd Battalion lined the
bottom of the bucket, with one battalion of Wester soldiers on their right. The rest of the Wester
battalions conmitted to this battle were along the south side of the bucket, with two of the other
DMC battalions on the north. The final nercenary battalion, 4th, was behind the lines as a
reserve. The Dirigenter ships were placed to give the best possible intelligence of the
anticipated battlefield fromabove, with two shuttles providing closer coverage—staying thirty
thousand feet up and ten nmiles away laterally.

"I"ve just come frombattalion," Captain Olis told his lieutenants. "The eneny shows no sign that
they suspect we're here. They are noving cautiously, but that's to be expected, since Wst has
been harassing them since they reached the continental divide six weeks ago.

"They're noving down this ravine toward us, one platoon in front, nost of a conpany two hundred
yards back, and the bulk of their force another two hundred yards behind them They have a series
of patrols out on either side, fromsquad to platoon in strength. Five mles behind the nain force
they have a supply train—sone snall floaters, nore pack ani nal s—guarded by a battalion of
infantry. The total force is between eight and ten thousand—according to the intelligence we
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have. "

"Pack ani mal s?" Carl Hoper asked, incredul ous.

Olis nodded. "Makes a certain kind of sense. |'msur-
79
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prised they' ve been able to get any floaters at all across the nountains. There are no roads, no

i mproved stretches of ground. Shows that they did their preparatory work well, mapping out a route
that would let themuse at |least a few trucks."

"If they've got good dispersal, scouts, and flankers, then we're not going to have tactica
surprise against the nmain force, are we?" Lon asked.

"Probably not," Olis agreed. "W're going to try to neutralize the flankers silently, but that
would be iffy even if our people were doing it on both sides, but with Wst handling things on the
south, | can't see it happening. There's alnpst certain to be an alarm But there may be a certain
anount of confusion on East's side of the action. They've had al arms enough. W hope they'll think
it's just another harassing raid and keep comng. W let the point come all the way down the
funnel, until we can spit in their faces if necessary, holding off any action until the battalions
on either side take the enemy main force under fire."

"There's no place between here and there where that force could detour to one side or the other
right?" Hoper asked.

"Not and take their vehicles along,"” Olis said.

Lon shrugged. We'd abandon vehicles if we had to, without a second thought. But they 've brought
themthis far. It mght not be an easy decision to nake. "The pack aninals they're using—ative or
fromEarth?"

"I don't know," Olis said. "The reports say they're equine in appearance, but whether that neans
horses, mules, burros, or sonething sinilar that devel oped here is anybody's guess."

"I't could make a difference." Lon thought he had heard sonethi ng approachi ng exasperation in
Olis's voice. "Horses, nmules, and burros have different capabilities, and m ght react differently
to the, ah, stress of a firefight. The training and treatnent they've had would influence that

too, of course.”
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"You mean stanpede the supply animals to starve out the soldiers? ' Hoper asked.

Lon shrugged. "I hadn't thought it that far through. It mght be possible, add a little confusion
if nothing else."

Olis stared at Lon, then said, "I'll pass your thoughts up the line, just in case. | guess there
have been nore farfetched ideas that proved useful, but | can't think of any offhand."

I"mnot used to sitting still and waiting for an eneny to wal k up, Lon thought a couple of hours

later. W always try to be nobile, to spring up on the eneny where they don't expect us. Not this.
Waiting with an outward show of cal mess was not easy. The act required concentration. But he knew
the i mportance of showing his men that he was unfl appabl e.

I"mnot used to pitched battles involving fifteen thousand nmen either, he conceded with a half
grin. It was rare for the DMC, rare anywhere. Even Earth had not seen a battle that large in
centuries. He felt a nixture of apprehension and anticipation. He had studi ed many | arge battles
in his alnost four years at The Springs—battles fought with spears and swords, |ances or
muzzl el oading rifles, or machine guns and artillery. The weapons change nore than the tactics, Lon
t hought with al nost cavalier abandon. It was not a proposition he would have to ' 'prove'' in

cl ass.

East's army stopped shortly after sunrise. There was sone di scussion on the officers' channels
about the possibility that the enenmy nmight make canp short of the waiting defenders. It did appear
that this was nore than just a ten-minute break. DMC scouts reported that many of the eneny
soldiers were preparing neals or eating. Sentries were being posted. Patrols were sent out to

ei ther side.

"WAit to see if they're just relieving the flankers," Colonel Black told the scouts. "W'd rotate
that and the point units as well. Watch for anything that |ooks like they' re digging in for an
extended stay." East had not been set-
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ting up canp until late norning during the tine the DMC fl eet had been watching from space. Then
they had settled in for six to eight hours before starting out again.

Twenty m nutes passed before the scouts nearest the eneny main force reported that it did | ook as
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if the flankers were sinply being relieved. Patrols were coming back in. No trenches were being
dug. The scouts saw no sign of snoopers or nines being planted.

Just a meal stop, Lon thought. Maybe an hour altogether, give or take a few m nutes. He squeezed
his eyes shut, concentrating. They've been out on this march for two nonths. They m ght take nore
time, naybe even two hours.

He tried to i magi ne what soldiers would feel like after two nonths of marching through rugged
terrain, up one side of a nountain chain and starting back down the other—old, wet, hungry, and
sore. Unless they' ve got one hell of a lot of motivation, they nust be having noral e probl ens by
now. Then he shook his head. There had been precious little in the database concerning public
support in East for this war. They want nore room nore space to live, and they think they can
only get it at the expense of West. |s that enough? It was not until the word Le-bensrawn cane to
m nd, along with its historical connotations of twentieth century Nazi expansionismand Earth's
nmost violent war up to that tine, that Lon decided that, just maybe, it would be.

G ven the notivation of an approaching enemnmy, a trained soldier can erect quite a nest for hinself
in five hours, a trench buttressed and canoufl aged, and as confortable as conditions pernmit. He
can nap out zones of fire and conmt salient points and distances to nmenory. The veteran does it
autonmatically. The rookie needs to think through every step—and perhaps be reni nded by his squad
| eader, and overseen to nake sure he does it right. Lon's trench was typical. He had excavated it
hi msel f, digging down ten inches, piling die dirt up around the edges. Mdst of the hole was
covered by a canoufl age tarp bol stered by
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shrubbery. He had found a few | cose rocks and added themto the front of the hole, then gone out
in front to inspect his enplacement as well as those of his nen, to make certain that none of the
defenses woul d be readily apparent from a distance.

No one got nuch sleep, but each man rested as best he coul d—ence the essentials were taken care
of . Last ampbng the essentials was food. Nearly everyone ate at |east one conplete meal pack. Sone
ate two.

I nformati on was passed along the |ine of command. Matt Olis received updates frombattalion and
passed themon to his |lieutenants. Lon briefed his noncons, and ne squad | eaders inforned their
men of anything they needed to know. How close is the enemy? How soon will they be here? \Wen does
the shooting start? The invading arnmy remained in one spot for ninety minutes before resuning its
march west, toward the positions held by the DMC and the regi ment of Wester sol diers.

It was 1124 hours when Lon heard the first gunshots.

The gunfire was not close or extensive. One of the flanking patrols on the south nust have run
into West's people, Lon decided quickly, since he expected the first contact to cone there and
since that was the direction the noise appeared to emanate from For a few minutes there were
exchanges of automatic weapons fire—ong bursts, short bursts.

Lon listened to the intelligence channel, getting secondhand information. The DMC communi cati on
systemwas not directly linked to the systemin the helnets the Wsters used. There were only
|iaisons, DMC nen with each Wester unit, and junior officers fromWst's arny with each DMC
battal i on headquarters. It was five m nutes before Lon received clear confirmation that his guess
had been right. By that tinme the fighting had spread farther along the right flank

Then there was a briefer firefight on the north flank, the one held by the DMC. That |asted no
nmore than thirty seconds.

"The eneny nmain force has stopped, taken cover where
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they are," Captain Olis reported a few seconds |ater. "Looks like their conmanders are trying to

figure out what's up. | want everyone down. Don't give any of your rookies a chance to foul things
of f by shooting early."

Lon passed that warning to his squad |l eaders. "Sit on themif you have to," he added. "There's no
eneny in sight, and even if there were, we wait for the order to fire."

East dispatched nore nmen to help the flanking patrol that was in action. Two mnutes |later, East's
poi nt started west agai n—Auch nore slowy than before, wary, |ooking for the earliest hint of

anot her anbush.

Lon cranked the magnification to full on his helnmet faceplate, carefully scanning the draw in
front of him know ng that the nearest eneny troops had to be within five hundred yards. He

breat hed shall owly, when he renenbered to breathe at all. He felt tension, the edge of fear that
no sane man could face conbat w thout. He recogni zed the signs and understood them used themto
keep himalert.
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"Steady ..." Captain Olis droned the word, drawing out the last syllable. Lon focused on the
draw, out at the limt of his visibility, knowi ng that the first eneny soldier would have to step
into view wi thin seconds.

"Let them keep coming, right into our laps if necessary," Olis said, and Lon briefly changed
channel s to pass that rem nder on to his nen. "Wait for the order. W want the main force engaged
first, if possible,™ Olis added.

"Wait for the order," Lon echoed on his all-hands channel

Lon saw, or thought he saw, a hint of novenent in the distance, sonething nore than a w nd- bl own
branch. But it was several nore seconds before he saw it again and was certain. A man in

canoufl aged battl edress. A rifle. The blank panel of a nonreflective faceplate. The eneny.

Lon noved his rifle until it was ainmed at the distant figure. He linked the weapon's sights to his
faceplate as he tracked the eneny soldier. Then he had an instant of
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distraction. He thought of Sara, and that brought a knot to his solar plexus and a | udicrous
twinge of guilt that it had been "so | ong" since he had | ast thought of her

Not now Lon told hinself. Keep your nmind on right now, right here. He blinked, swallowed, took a
deep breath, and worked to concentrate on the approachi ng eneny.

There were nore of the eneny visible now, noving cautiously, alert, not worrying about speed, just
doing the job that point nmen were supposed to do—watching for any hint of the eneny.

Then everything started to happen at once—but not directly in front of Lon and 2nd Battalion. He
heard over the radi o what was going on. The eneny's main force had turned to its |left and advanced
agai nst the Wester soldiers waiting along that flank

At first the reports being relayed to the nmercenary officers were fragnented, barely coherent at
times, passed through the liaisons with the West units, then being re-broadcast on the DMC net. It
took fifteen minutes before intelligence fromCIC started to bring some coherence. The Eastmen
moved in good order, disciplined, going straight into an all-out frontal attack so quickly that
West had little tine to prepare to neet it. East left behind just enough troops to delay any
attack by the DMC units on their other flank. The point conpany, the unit nearest Lon, went to
ground, ready to help repel any attack on what was now the right flank of their main force.

Do we go or not? Lon wondered. He did not ask. He had been an officer |ong enough not to bother
his commander with usel ess questions. Either the order would cone or it would not.

"Steady," he said on his platoon channels. "Wit."

East got to the high ground on the south side of the draw. Once there, they forced Wst's troops
to pull back. "They're good, better than | expected," Lon rmunbled after checking to nake certain
that he woul d not be broadcasting his comment. That came autonmatically now, the product of

experi ence—and ni stakes. We'd be hard-
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pressed to do it better. That was perhaps the ultimate conplinent.

"We're going to take on the eneny point," Captain Olis told Lon after several nminutes nore. "Stay
put, but give them sonething to think about. On ny comand."

The pause was just a few seconds. "Fire."

The concentrated rifle fire of an entire battalion against the nearest squads of the eneny was
devastating. Leaves and small trees were shredded. Larger trunks were pocked. In a few small areas
the ground itself |looked as if it had been plowed. The Eastman soldiers tried to respond, but they
took catastrophic casualties. The few who could, retreated quickly. After only two m nutes,
Captain Olis passed the order to cease firing.

"Skirmsh lines fifty yards apart," Olis ordered. "No-lan, you've got the left; Hoper, the right.
One platoon in front, the other behind."

Lon's third platoon would be in front. He would follow with fourth platoon—behind, where he

bel onged, so he would be able to see everything in front, able to respond to anything.

"Renenber, nere's a lot nore of themout there," Lon told his men as the first skirm sh |ine
started to advance slowy. The entire battalion was noving forward, noving up the draw toward the
earlier positions of the eneny point. "They may be the best we've faced, so no nistakes."

Second Battalion faced only light and sporadic fire as it advanced. The second skirm sh |ine noved
forward at the proper interval. Lon was in the mddle of fourth platoon, two squads to either side
of him Cccasionally he | ooked to make certain that his men were nmaintaining their position
relative to the platoons that flanked them The heaviest action remained farther ahead and well to
the right, where the eneny main force had engaged the Wester troops.

The first skirmsh line travel ed a hundred yards before they encountered heavier eneny fire. The
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rest of East's point conpany opened up with rifle fire and grenades.
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And, for the first time, Lon Nolan saw what nortars could do in conbat. The DMC did not, as a
rule, enploy nortars, trading off weight for whatever advantage they m ght give. But Aldrin East
had them and the nortar bonbs started falling, sending shrapnel flying, carving holes in the
ranks of the nercenaries, and leaving snmall craters where they expl oded.

"At the double!" Captain Orlis ordered. "Through it."

Lon did not have to echo the order. Olis had used the conpany's all-hands channel. Al Lon had to
do was start trotting forward, |ooking to make sure that all of his nen were doing the same. The
nortars bonbs were exploding along a narrow | ine. Apparently the eneny was not bothering to adjust
their range, just throwing up a wall of shrapnel the nercenaries would have to penetrate to get to
t hem

The first skirm sh line pushed through the curtain, taking nore casualties, the men sprinting
through the nost dangerous area. The second line was still thirty yards fromthe heaviest
concentration. Lon pushed hinmself. His breathing was | abored, but he did not let that slow him A
gl ance to either side showed himthat his nen, nost of them were keeping pace. Everyone wanted to
be through as quickly as possible.

This is insane! Lon thought as a patch of ground thirty yards in front of himerupted. He felt
several sharp inpacts off of his helnmet, a heavier bunp against his shoul der—but not the pain of
shrapnel penetrating. A clunp of dirt, or perhaps a small stone, had hit him

Lon ran harder, straining hinself to his limt. The bonbs fell ten or fifteen seconds apart. |If he
could get through the target area before the next one hit...

The effort brought stabbing pains to his chest, flashes of white |light across his vision. For a

di zzyi ng second Lon thought he woul d pass out. He heard a distant thunmpi ng—the sound of a nortar
round being launched fromits tube-sonmehow i solated fromall the other noises of the battle. There
was a long whistling after the shell reached the apex of its trajectory and started down agai n.
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The expl osion. Lon hal f-dove, half-fell forward, unable to go another step, alnobst oblivious to
the inmpact as he hit the ground, unaware that many of his nen had al so gone to ground, if not

al ways so precipitously. He gasped for breath, his chest heaving painfully. He hovered on the
brink of unconsciousness for thirty seconds or nmore. As soon as the world stopped spinning and he
could take in a breath without pain, Lon forced hinmself up to his hands and knees and | ooked to
either side and then ahead. The first skirmsh line was still noving forward, clinbing the draw
and keepi ng the eneny under fire.

"Up," Lon said. "Let's get the interval right again." Talking hurt. Getting to his feet brought
anot her instant of vertigo. But that had to be ignored, conquered.

"You okay, Nolan?" Captain Olis asked, also struggling for breath. He was to Lon's right, between
his lieutenants, and he had al so been noving quickly through the area the eneny had targeted with
their nortars

"Yes, sir. We're nmoving," Lon said, staggering forward as he spoke. "We'l|l be okay."

"Let's get to those nortars and put themout of action."

Lon did not bother to answer. He was noving forward with his nmen, concentrating on what |ay ahead.
Second Battalion was stopped by an order from Col onel Flowers a hundred yards farther east. The
eneny was noving again, pulling the rest of their troops over the rise on the south side of the
draw, retreating.

"We're going to disengage," Olis said after passing the order along. "See to our casualties and
regroup.”

"Cet down and find what cover you can," Lon told his men. He noved his platoons closer together
"Weil, send your first two squads back to check on our casualties. | want all of the wounded
treated as quickly as possible."

Lon stayed down for no nore than a minute hinself, still trying to get his breathing under
control. The altitude and exertion had nearly been too nuch. But he had to see to his nen, see who
had been wounded. And kill ed.

LOR felt gritty for thinking, W were lucky. It could have been a lot worse. As if two dead nen in
third pl atoon and seven wounded were of little consequence. It did no good to rem nd hinself that
they were in the business of war and that casualties were part of the job. Conpensating for the
sense of guilt—rrational though it m ght be—he hovered around while nmedical orderlies tended the
wounded and saw that those who needed time in a trauma tube got there quickly. The only good news
was that no one in fourth platoon had been killed or seriously injured. One nman had sprained a
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knee during the nmad rush through the zone that had been bl anketed by the eneny's nortars. Two
hours of rest and a series of ned patches over the knee woul d have hi mwal king freely again.

The sounds of fighting noved farther east. The invaders were retreating in good order, and the
troops of Aldrin Wst were follow ng, harassing the eneny, naking certain they kept retreating.
"Maybe this will end it, Lieutenant."

Lon turned and saw Sergeant G rana standing a little behind him Tebba had his faceplate up and
had not spoken over the radio. Lon lifted his own visor

"l hope so, Tebba, but don't lay any wagers yet. This was just a skirmsh."

"l know, but it helps to pretend that there's a chance," Tebba said, taking another step forward.
"They' ve got good fighters here, on both sides. Disciplined."

Lon nodded. "That's what worries ne. If this turns really ugly, we'll need all the help we can
get."
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"Long as East can't nove a hell of a |ot of troops across the nountains all at once. They don't
seemto have the logistics, fromwhat |'ve seen of the files on this place."

Lon chuckled. "Need a little light reading to help you sleep along the way?"

Tebba grinned and | ooked a little away. "I like to know what there is to know. Long as we've got
the fleet overhead, | can't see the eneny noving overwhel mi ng nunbers this way."

* "Figure that the eneny nust have a contingency plan set up for this, Tebba. They sent a | ot of
troops across the border on foot, investing quite a few weeks at it. And there's the hint of
trouble in the south, the area the dispute is over. | don't think it's going to be sinple."

"If it was, West wouldn't have |laid down good noney to bring us in, and maybe a second reginment to
boot. We don't often luck out and get paid for 'sinple." Any word what's next for us? Do we join
the chase, or sit here and enjoy the nmountain air?"

"I don't know." Lon shook his head slowy. "You ve got to give the brass a little tine to think it
out. Wen you're not | ooking down the wong end of a rifle barrel you get to thinking you' ve got
all the tinme in the gal axy."

Second Battalion was the only one ordered to pull back. The other three battalions of 7th Regi nent
either held their positions or noved farther east, to guard against the possibility that the

i nvaders would try to flank the pursuing Westers. A pair of Shrike fighters were on call, out of
range of the eneny but close enough to join the fight in thirty seconds if needed.

"We'd still like to see this resolved without a fullblown war,” Matt Olis told his |ieutenants
when he briefed them "The colonel is trying to get West's | eaders to ease off on the pursuit as
well. The fewer new grudges we add to the old, the nore chance there is of getting the two sides
to negotiate.”
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It was near nightfall before the withdrawi ng i nvaders nmanaged to conpl etely di sengage. Wst's
field coomander gave up the pursuit. His nmen needed rest, and he did not want to risk getting too
far away fromreinforcenent by the nercenaries. They had stopped noving east five hours earlier
over his protests.

Lon heard of the end of fighting when Captain Olis told himto prepare for a battalion officers
call. "We'll be hiking over to Colonel Black's command post in ten mnutes. If you haven't eaten
in the last couple of hours, you' d better grab a quick bite while you can. | think we're going to
be novi ng before | ong."

"Yes, sir," Lon said. He repressed the questions that cane to nind. He would find out soon enough
In the nmeantinme he took the captain's advice and opened a neal pouch. Eat and sl eep whenever you
can. The next tinme might be a long way off.

"We're in for a change of scenery," Black said w thout preanble once he saw that all of his
officers had arrived. They sat or squatted in a semicircle around him "The consensus is nat the
action here was intended nore to keep the governnent of Wst too busy to take action in the south
than as a serious attenpt to invade the core regions of the western colony. To a degree, that
strategy has succeeded. West has committed its top units to guardi ng against this invasion. And
we're here." His pause was nore for effect than to weigh his next sentences.

"I't has kept West frominterfering with the settlers East sent into the disputed region in the
tropics. West may initially have missed the fact that East also sent troops into the area to
protect those settlers. The governnent of West has decided that it is time to, ah, rectify the
situation, to reaffirmits claimto that territory by dispatching troops and... politica
representatives." HiramBlack's slight smle was hidden fromnost of his officers in the dusk.
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"I amnot privy to the details of the negotiations that went on between Col onel Flowers and his
staff and the government of Aldrin West. Suffice it to say that those
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tal ks have occupi ed a considerable portion of the colonel's tinme recently. The governnent wanted
to send a large part of its own forces south, leaving us to worry about this invading arny.

Col onel Flowers feared that putting West's troops in nmight make the possibility of rapprochenent
between the two colonies nore difficult. The upshot is that 2nd Battalion will be going south,
while West's troops remain here to deal with the nore i mediate threat to their sovereignty. W
wi Il be acconpani ed by a detachment of civil servants who have instructions to assert Wst's
dom ni on over the settlers in the disputed region. It will be our responsibility to keep those
government representatives safe, and to deal with any nilitary action taken by any troops from
Aldrin East we find in the territory.

"W leave in ninety mnutes," Black said after lowering his helnet visor to check the time. "W']|
only travel half the distance tonight, grounding to give the men a decent night's sleep. The
government people will join us in the norning, and we'll finish the trip then."

News that they were | eaving the nmountains was wel cone to nost of the nen. It was enough for now
that they were going to an area | ower and warner. They could worry about the next step later
after a night's sleep far fromany chance of comnbat.

"Just as glad of it nyself," Well Jorgen told Lon after the men had been informed. "Change of
pace, change of scenery, if nothing else. Maybe it won't be raining wherever we end up."

It had started raining on the western side of the nountains again, a slow, cold drizzl e—ust
enough to make a foot soldier feel miserable.

"Fromwhat | understand, it's the wong tine of year for rain where we're likely to end up," Lon
said. "And maybe hotter than New Bali. Renenmber, this area the people here are fighting over
wasn't good enough for any of themuntil they started to think they had too nmany people to fit in
the desirable areas."
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Jorgen shook his head, snmiling. "I was trying not to renenber that, Lieutenant. 'Sufficient to the

day are the evils thereof,' ny daddy always told ne."

Lon grunted. "What did he retire as—battalion | ead sergeant ?"

"Woul d' ve been reginmental |ead sergeant, but the man who had that job was too stubborn to retire
when he shoul d have," Jorgen said, with nore good nature man his father would have. Lon had net
the senior Jorgen once, at a Renmenbrance Day function. In his eighties, Wil's father still | ooked
as if he could keep pace with any twenty-year-old recruit. And he had still talked with the
assurance of a command | ead sergeant.

The shuttles cane in one at a tine, |oaded, and took off. There was no | anding zone | arge enough
for all of the battalion's transport craft to come in at once. The seriously injured and the dead
had been taken out earlier. The wounded were aboard Long Snake, and nmany had al ready conpl eted
their hours in the trauma tubes that nmended their injuries. Only two wounded nen, who woul d
require regeneration and rehab time, would be | eft aboard ship in the norning. The rest of the
wounded woul d rejoin their conpani es before the second | eg of the nove.

Lon's platoons went out nearer the beginning of the series than the end. The ride was short and
entirely atnospheric. They | anded four hundred niles southwest of where they had started, at some
di stance fromany large towns. But tents had been erected.

"No hot food or running water,"” Lon told his nen once they had |eft the shuttle. "No soft
mattresses either. But eat a ration pack or two and get what sleep you can,”

"Sir, what tinme's reveille?" one of the newer nen asked.

"Whenever it sounds," Lon replied. "Worry about it when you hear it. Just eat, clean up as best
you can, and get all the sleep possible." They would post guards, but no one would have nore than
a single hour on that duty.
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The pl at oon sergeants woul d pass al ong that bad news before they dism ssed their nmen.

Lon took his own advice. Before the last of the battalion's shuttles | anded to discharge their
passengers, he was already in his bedroll, waiting for sleep. It was not a long wait.

There were no dreans to interrupt Lon's sleep. The first night out of trouble was usually peacefu
for him That nore trouble might lie not too far in the future was not enough to disturb the
pattern. Lon slept until he heard Tebba G rana call his name, then touch his shoul der

"Sorry, sir. The captain said | should wake you."

Lon yawned and stretched, his eyes open just enough to see that there was dayli ght beyond the tent
flap over Grana's shoulders and head, alnost a halo around him "What time is it?"
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"Just past oh-seven-hundred," G rana said.

"The nen?"

"Still sleeping. Captain said to give themtill oh-seven-thirty."

Lon finished his routine of stretching and sat up. ' 'The captain say any nore than to wake ne?"
"Officers' call at oh-eight-hundred. He said he thought you'd like sone tinme first."

Lon nodded. Nearly eight solid hours of sleep. |I don't often nanage that nuch in barracks. That
was sonething usually reserved for the trip home froma contract, when there was little else to do
but eat and sleep, and no tensions of an upcom ng canpaign to spoil it.

"How | ong have you been up?" Lon asked

"JimZiegler rousted ne and Wil an hour ago," Tebba said. Ziegler was the conpany | ead sergeant.
"Told me to get ny lazy carcass out of the rack and start earning ny pay."

Lon nmanaged a snile. He was too newWy awake to nake it a |laugh. "Anybody got any coffee brewed?"
"Coffee and nore, Lieutenant. Sonebody cone in and
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stuck up a ness tent during the night. Hot breakfast waiting."

That was enough to bring Lon to his feet.

A hot breakfast, even if the food was straight out of replicators, left Lon feeling al nost
cheerful. There had been plenty of hot coffee to go with the food. On top of a good night's sleep
Lon was al nost able to put out of mind the fact that his men had al ready seen conbat and ni ght see
nmore before they left Aldrin for hone. He had gone to the nmess tent before the enlisted nmen were
wakened. Several other officers were there, taking their time with breakfast, savoring the unusua
treat in the field of a neal that did not conme out of ration packs. There were al so a few noncons,
and a couple of privates who had been relieved fromguard duty. Lon sat with Carl Hoper and the
cadet he was training, Esau O Fallon

"How s he doi ng?" Lon asked softly when O Fallon got up to go for nore coffee.

Hoper grinned. "Raw around the edges, about |ike you were the first time out. But he'll do fine.
They don't send us the rejects. And the nen accept him"

Lon nodded. "That's good." There were always runors in the Corps. At tines they seened to be the
nmotive force for the professional army. Hoper had been a |ieutenant for a long tinme. He was due to
get a conpany of his own, and a captain's pips, sonetine in the near future. O Fallon was, nore
than likely, to be his replacenment as | eader of Al pha's first two platoons.

"You ready for hot weather?" Carl asked, watching O Fallon return to the table.

"As ready as I'Il ever be,"” Lon replied. "At least it won't be steany jungle |ike New Bali."
"Fromwhat | hear, we're going to this area at the best tinme of year," Carl said. "Hot but fairly
dry, near the end of the grow ng season."

"The settlers have been there | ong enough to get crops planted and ready to harvest?" O Fallon
asked.

Hoper nerely nodded, but Lon said, "At |east once."
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"What's that supposed to nmean?" Carl asked, and O Fallon | ooked expectantly at Lon, who shrugged.
"Did you | ook at the recon video?" he asked.

"Of course," Carl said, and Esau nodded energetically.

"How about the earlier survey?" Lon did not wait for an answer. ' '| saw sone of the material for
Aldrin before the contract was signed, those Mondays | was working at HQ | think sone of these
fields have been planted for at |east two or three years, maybe nore." Lon spoke softly, even

t hough there was no | onger any secrecy about any of the Aldrin material

* "West said that the 'new intrusion of settlers was one of the reasons they wanted our help,"
Carl said.

"They did, but they were very careful not to say exactly when they arrived. And it wasn't unti
East started this invading arny across the nmountains that West finally convinced the Council to
accept the contract."

"l don't understand," Esau O Fallon sai d.

Carl shrugged. "West didn't tell us everything, kid. That's to be expected. A lot of clients tel

us only what they want us to know about their situations. |I'msure the Council of Reginments took
it all into account."

"l know they did," Lon said without saying why he was sure. "But | think it's also part of why
we' ve been told to go easy, why the Council still wants us to try to set up a peaceful settlenent

bet ween the two col onies."
"Couldn't we get in the nmddle and tell both sides to stop?' ' Esau asked. Neither of the
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lieutenants with himl aughed.

"We couldn't be sure of getting paid that way," Carl said. "This is a business, in case you' ve
forgotten.”

The battalion officers' call was held in an open field under a clear sky. The tenperature hovered
at about seventy, and there was scarcely a breath of wind. Lon noticed birds flying, nost at sone
di stance. There was a snell of plowed earth—sonething he renenbered nostly fromEarth—n the air.
"We' || be boarding the shuttles in an hour or so," Col -
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onel Black started after telling his officers to sit and make t hensel ves as confortable as they
could on the long grass. The attack shuttles had renai ned on the ground after delivering the nen
to this tenporary bivouac. The flight crews had been anmong the first people served in the ness
tent that norning. They had slept in then- shuttles. "An hour if the governnent people get here on
time," he anmended. "They'll have their own transportation. Fmnot certain why they chose to
rendezvous with us here rather than on the flight south.” He shrugged. "Possibly just so they
woul dn't have to be any pronpter than they felt like. Cvilian government officials." He spaced
those | ast three words out carefully. "Not soldiers. At least that's what we've been told, but |
have nmy doubts. | expect that there will be at |east one senior representative of West's military
establishment with the group.” He hesitated, then shrugged. "Fmnot faulting themfor that. I'd
probably do the sane in that position." Black did not pace. He stood in front of his officers wdi
hi s hands behind his back, alnost at parade rest.

"We have one inportant restriction on our conduct in this area to the southwest,'' Black said. '
"W do not initiate hostilities. W defend ourselves as necessary. W respond, but we don't start
anyt hi ng, especially anything involving the civilian settlers. Any Eastman military units will be
gi ven the choice of withdrawi ng peacefully—that is, to return hone—er disarm ng and accepting the
sovereignty of Aldrin West. W are to protect the representatives of West from attack, by either
the mlitary or civilians. W are also—and this is to be kept quiet for nowto keep the
representatives of West from doing anything overly drastic to the intruders, civilian and
mlitary. Once we are settled on the ground near the disputed settlenents, our representatives
will again attenpt to make contact with the governnent of Aldrin East, and will also press West.

The object is still to establish a truce and a peaceful neans of settling the differences between
the colonies. Qur hope is that it will be easier to convince both sides to enter negotiations now
that we are on the ground
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and the invading colunmm of East's arny has been turned back.

"I can't give you detailed instructions on what we will be doing once we ground. W will |and and

establish our normal defensive perinmeter, then play it by ear. Questions?"

Matt Orlis got to his feet. "Yes, Captain?" Black said.

"I know a lot of this has to be off the cuff, Colonel,"” Olis started, "but it sounds as if we're
going to be standing around with our butts hanging out, waiting for sonething to happen. Are we
going to get anything nore precise in the way of rules of engagenent?"

"Once that is possible, yes. Going in, the rules of engagenent are these: One, we do not shoot
first at anyone in the area, but we do respond—w th the mini nrum necessary force—+o any attack
agai nst us; two, we set up our defensive perineter and keep the Eastnen out, but with mininal
force, again without firing first. Beyond that, it will depend on what we find and how we are
received. Just tell your men to keep their butts, and heads, down as nuch as possible until we
know nore."

Matt Orlis nodded and sat.

"W will retain three shuttles on the ground,"” Colonel Black said. "That will give us a little
extra firepower if we need it. And we will be in constant contact with reginment and with CIC
upstairs. If things get out of hand, we can have Shrike support in thirty mnutes and ground
reinforcement in hours. O," he added slowy, "retrieval alnost as quickly as we can get Shrikes
in, if that proves necessary."

It was a sobering note to end the conference on, but there were no further questions.

Lon did not really listen to the banter anmong his nmen during the shuttle ride. He had the radio
channel open, but with the volune |ow, the chatter becanme background. Lon kept his hel net
faceplate down, and the tinted visor hid his expressions. Part of the tine he brooded, thinking
back over the officers' call and the chance that they m ght be exposed to danger that coul d be
avoided . .. under different rules of engagenent. Let them shoot first, then respond. Target
practice for anyone who wants to take the first shot. Maybe it would work. Maybe it wouldn't. It
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was the uncertainty that bothered Lon

And nmenories of Sara. At first, those were intrusions on his worries. Then, slowy, he
concentrated on her, nenories and plans, and the expression on his face softened. Eventually, and
wi t hout his awareness, he smiled behind his faceplate. / should have taken tinme last night to
wite her. Add a few lines to the nessage chip |I've been working on. W m ght get a chance to send
mai | out soon. They'll be sending an MR back to Dirigent with progress reports. He couldn't wite
in the shuttle with his nen around, but he did start to conpose a nessage in his head. It did not
matter if he remenbered the precise words later. The thought was there, and it hel ped pass the
tinme.

There were few interruptions. Wil Jorgen had a question. The shuttle pilot passed al ong updates
on their progress, especially as the | anders approached their destination. The shuttles were not
going in "hot." Lon gave the routine orders. Wapons woul d be | oaded—ust in case.
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"Safeties stay on," Lon rem nded his nen. "W handle this like a drill, set up the perineter and
wat ch, but no firing without orders. Keep your heads down and your eyes open."

It was only in the last few mnutes of the flight that Lon had to—feluctantly—put Sara out of his
t houghts. There was too nuch to do. He opened his nmapboard to | ook at the landing zone. It was
open savanna, wild grasses and a few stands of trees, several niles fromthe nearest settlenent
but not as far fromtheir cultivated fields. Even if they react as soon as they see us, we should
have tinme to get out into our perinmeter before they can get to us, Lon thought. It was sone
reassurance.

"I want the men out and in place faster than we've ever done it before,” Lon told his nonconms. "No
sl acki ng off just because this isn't the usual thing." He thought that his voice sounded property
firmand disciplined, mlitary, not indecisive or nervous. It's okay to be nervous; just don'/ |let
the nmen know.

In the last thirty seconds before touchdown, Lon checked his own weapons, rifle and pistol +oaded
magazi nes, rounds in the chanbers, safeties on. He closed his eyes for the length of two deep
breat hs, then opened them He was as ready as he could be.

The DMC shuttles touched down together, in formation. Pilots reversed engine thrust and the

| anders skidded to a noisy halt, not one of themnore than thirty yards out of position. The
shuttl e carrying the government teamfrom Aldrin West came in twenty seconds | ater, separately,

| andi ng behind the | ast of the nercenary craft.

Lon followed his nmen out, noved with themout to their nornmal position on the battalion perineter.
The shuttles always |anded in the sane fornation. The nen al ways had the sane rel ative section of
the perinmeter. By the time the Aldrinian shuttle came in—five hundred yards away—Lon's nen were
where they bel onged, scraping out slit trenches to give them additional cover fromany eneny. The
del ayed approach of the final |ander created a del ay
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in getting the full perimeter closed. The nen who were assigned to that section of the oval LZ had
to wait until the people fromAl drin West were down.

The heat was apparent inmediately as Lon left his shuttle, but it took a nmonent before it sank in.
The heat fromthe shuttle engines was always there after a | anding, and could be fairly oppressive
no matter what the ambient tenperature of the LZ. Lon felt perspiration rise on his skin, and dry
al nost i medi ately. The air was not desert-dry, but it was closer to that than to jungle wet. The
deep grass of the savanna was turning brown, flowering heads open to release their seeds. Only
down near the ground, the bottomfive or six inches, was there any green left. That portion of the
grass was a little cooler as well. Lon felt it in his hands.

There was no tinme for nore nature observations. The first mnutes after a |landing were far too
busy for any DMC officer. Lon had his nmen to see to. He had to coordinate with the platoon | eaders
on either side, and keep track of what Captain Olis and battalion headquarters had to say ..
whil e digging his own slit trench and watching for any approaching threat. He worked back and
forth anmong hal f a dozen radi o channels, keeping track of as nmany conversations. Controlled chaos.
At least, this tine, the chaos was not nultiplied by an eneny attack. Around the perineter word
came back quickly that there was no sign of any locals within a thousand yards. The approach of
the shuttles, if not the |andings thensel ves, had to have been observed by the Eastman settlers.
Sooner or l|ater they would react—ene way or another.

Col onel Black waited ten m nutes after the |anding before he rel eased those shuttles that were not
being held with the battalion. Part of the perinmeter had to give way to give those craft roomfor
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takeof f. Once they were gone, burning for orbit, the perineter closed again. By that tinme the
initial rush of work and worry had eased off. The battalion was in place and ready for anything.
Col onel Bl ack had his command post in the center of the triangle
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fornmed by the three remaining DMC shuttles, at sone distance fromthe smaller Aldrinian shuttle.
The next orders were for each conmpany to send out a single squad to scout and plant el ectronic
snoops in a wider perinmeter around the battalion. In Al pha Conpany, first platoon drew the
assignment, and Lon heard Captain Olis tell Carl Hoper to send his cadet with the patrol. / know
what that's like, Lon thought. O Fallon would catch every sort of conbat detail, and so would the
squad he was assigned to, just because he was a cadet, working to earn a |lieutenant's pips. The
red and gol d badge of rank was not given to anyone. No man who had not been through conbat coul d
conmand others in the Dirigent Mercenary Corps.

"Hoper, Nolan, come over to me," Captain Olis said on the channel that connected himwth his

i eutenants.

Lon was content to | eave his excavating. Hi s trench was not conplete, but he had made a good
start. Wth a little luck, perhaps one or nore of his nen would finish the job while he was with
t he capt ain.

Captain Olis had his conpany CP in the center of the section of perinmeter he was responsible for
thirty yards behind the line. His headquarters squad had al ready excavated a sizabl e bunker and
were extending tel escoping poles across the top to hold a roof of sod. The captain was behind that
area, sitting in the tall grass, his napboard open on the ground. He gestured for the lieutenants
to sit. Lon and Carl flanked their captain, close enough to see the mapboard easily.

"For now, sitting is about all we do," Olis said, glancing up. "W've got eyes overhead watching
that town closely. If there's any significant novenent, we'll know fast. Colonel Black is neeting
with the governnment people over there." He gestured with a thunb, vaguely in the direction of
battal i on headquarters. "The general idea, as | understand it, is that they' re going to announce
our arrival to the settlers, nake their claimof sovereignty, and give instructions to the

locals." Olis tried to keep his voice free of any inflection that m ght seemeditorial, but
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he was not conpletely successful. "If the locals accept the ultimtum fine and good. If not..."
He shrugged.

"We're going to keep patrols out, but they won't go near the town or farnms." He made a gesture
over the mapboard, indicating the prohibited areas. "At |east not before dark. The duty will be
rotated, but | doubt that we'll be sitting here |ong enough for every squad to get a turn." He
paused. "I could be wong, but | don't think so. And unless the col onel changes his mind, we'l]l
only have two squads out at a time, instead of the four we have out now. Once your nen are dug in,
make sure everyone eats, then give your squads a turn at sacking out. Keep one on watch and |et
the others flake off. They' re not going anywhere."

"How | ong do you think this mght |last, Captain?" Carl Hoper asked. "The sitting around, | nean."
"As far as |'mconcerned, the |longer the better," Olis replied. "But | expect the Wster
officials to give the settlers sone sort of deadline to accept the ultimatum If they don't accept
it, we'll probably have to go to town. Honestly, Carl, | haven't been told nore."

"Do we know where the Postnman troops are?" Lon asked.

Olis shook his head. "There are no unidentified sources of mlitary electronics. East has them
about on the sane |evel as West, but if they do have soldiers here, they're naintaining electronic
sil ence. They could be anywhere, nmaybe billeted with the settlers, maybe out canped under trees
sonewhere cl ose. "

" "Are we taking the presence of Eastman troops solely on the say-so of West, or do we have

i ndependent intelligence?" Lon asked. "How certain is it that there are eneny troops around?"

A grunt was the captain's first reply. Then he said, "It's likely that there are at | east sone
eneny soldiers in the region. That's the best | can tell you. Yes, it's mainly on the word of our
uh, paymasters that we anticipate that, but not entirely. There were radi o transm ssions the day
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we reached Aldrin, that were, shall we say, suspicious in nature."”

"Whi ch neans we don't have any real idea how nany we ni ght be facing," Carl said.

"I wouldn't go that far. | think we can be fairly confortable with the estimate that it's not nore
than the equival ent of one or two conpanies. Unless, of course, the settlers are also soldiers,
per haps chosen on that basis."
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/ don't like waiting, Lon told hinself as he finished his trench. Wth too nuch time and too
little else to do, he dug as if he were establishing a permanent residence, naking the hol e deeper
than he woul d have under other circunstances, angling the sides of the hole enough to prevent cave-
ins, piling the dirt and sod around the edge to give himeven greater protection, and scoopi ng out
grenade traps at the bottom

This waiting seemed worse than nost. Over his years of military service on Dirigent, and his
nearly four years as a student at the North American Mlitary Acadeny on Earth, he had becone

al most inured to the inevitable waiting that sometines seemed to occupy 90 percent of the waking
hours of any soldier. Waiting in formation, waiting to eat, waiting for... everything. Then there
was the nore intense sort of waiting that came on contract, when a nan knew t hat conbat mi ght be
close. A whole different beast, Lon thought. But this waiting with no idea of when or how it m ght
end was particularly trying.

Finally Lon stood in the center of his slit trench, knowing it was tine to stop. Before sonmeone
makes a track about me trying to tunnel through to the other side of the world. He shook his head.
He might already be setting a bad exanple. After three years, the nen who had been with him since
the start could read his noods wi th uncanny accuracy. He clinbed out of the hole and stood behind
it, stretching to take the kinks out of his back and shoul ders. He did a couple of knee bends

t hen.
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"Hard work' || do that to you when you're not used to it, Lieutenant."

"It feels good, Tebba," Lon said, recognizing the sergeant's voice. "A nbst as good as running a
mle race and winning." He turned. Grana was sitting in the grass a dozen feet away, even farther
fromhis own foxhole.

"I'f you're just coning back to where you started, what's the hurry about it? That's what | never
figured out," Tebba said.

"I's that snoke comi ng out of your ears? You're starting to turn phil osopher again."

Tebba grinned. "It's how |l cope with the waiting." H's eyes shifted focus to the hole that Lon had
so pai nstakingly dug.

"I't's better waiting like this than getting shot at,'
face.

"Any day," Tebba agreed, nodding.

"Tell me, the nmen start making bets how deep I would go?'' Lon asked, wal king over and sitting
next to G rana.

Lon said quietly, the snile fading fromhis

"If they did, nobody let me inonit. |I was just worried you would work so hard you'd fill that
hole up with sweat."

"Thanks for reminding nme. | had just about forgotten about the heat." Lon pulled a canteen off his
belt and screwed open the top. "I trust you've rem nded the nen about not letting thensel ves get
dehydr at ed?" he asked after he had taken three careful sips of water

" "A couple of tines. I was about to rem nd you when you finally quit working."

Lon | ooked sheepi sh. "How | ong were you wat chi ng?"

"Ch, not all that long, | expect. Too nmuch to do keeping after this gang of ours for spectator

sports. Nobody nmuch likes the waiting, even though they'd like the other even |less."
"Life in the arny, Tebba."

"Al'l the way back to spears and clubs, | imagine," he said. "Some progress we've nade."

"We've nade sone," Lon said, his voice going serious again. "Wen we fight, we don't have battles
with a ml-
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lion soldiers involved. There aren't fifty thousand killed in a single day's battle. | guess we're

getting sonewhere.”

Lon's fourth platoon drew a patrol assignment. He handed it to Corporal WI| Nace and his nen, the
first squad. They were to cover the eastern sector, out to a thousand yards fromthe perineter.
Captain Olis gave Nace the briefing personally. Lon sat in on it. Go here. Don't go there. Report
any contact, or any sign of eneny nmilitary forces, imediately. Be back in three hours. Nace
Iistened, nodded, and said, "Yes, sir," at the appropriate places.

"Nace is the best noncoml|'ve got for this kind of assignnent,"” Lon told the captain after Nace
had gone to collect his nmen and nove through the perineter

Olis nodded soberly. "I know. He's like a ghost. Until sone brain-boy cones up with a way to make
soldiers really invisible, Nace is the closest thing we've got."

Lon actually managed to sleep for nobst of the tinme Nace's squad was out. He told his platoon
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sergeants he was going to take two hours. Partly that was show, to let his nmen know he wasn't
nervous, or worried that the patrol might run into trouble. But partly it was a reaction to the
waiting. He felt deeply tired, unable to suppress yawns or keep his eyes fromwatering. Sunset
canme while Lon was sleeping, lying on his side, his back against the angled dirt wall of the hole.
Three feet bel ow the surface of the savanna, the tenperature was al nbst confortable.

"Li eutenant, the patrol's comn' back in," Well Jorgen said, speaking over their radio channel. He
wai ted for Lon to speak, then repeated his nmessage to make certain he heard it all

"I take it they didn't run into any troubl e?" Lon asked through a yawn.

"Beer run," Jorgen said. "WI just gave nme the rundown, after he reported to the captain."

"Make sure they eat before they turn in," Lon said. "They've been out three hours. They're due."
UOTJUM
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Vel |'s chuckl e was very contained. "They've done their share of walkin', that's for sure,
Lieutenant. 1'Il see 'em down proper. You want to talk with Nace first?"

"Just long enough to tell him'well done," " Lon said, and then he changed channels to do that.
"Get your nen fed and settle in for a nap, WI. W'IIl try to hold the noise down."

The settlers had nade no response to the ultimatum not even an acknow edgrment that they had heard
the message—and it was as certain as possible that they had. Cl C had taken over all commrunications
channel s relayed into the settlenent by satellite. Anyone using a conplink in the settlenment woul d
have heard and read the nessage. And it was being repeated on all channels every thirty

m nut es—eonti nuously on the main news link. The deadline given was dawn the follow ng norning. The
"or else" was |left undefined.

After m dni ght, Delta Conpany put a patrol out to the edge of the settlenent w thout trouble and
reported they had seen no sign of fortifications or soldiers. The next patrol sent in that
direction, two hours later, was not so |lucky. Lon was sleeping again by then. The sounds of a
firefight woke him

Grfire, even at a distance, was enough to wake al nbst everyone. Squad | eaders and their assistants
took care of the few who seened ready to sleep through it. Lon checked with his platoon sergeants
and squad | eaders, then concentrated on |listening to the sounds of the fire-fight. It was clear it
was just a skirmsh. Qur patrol must have run into an eneny patrol, Lon guessed. It was an easy
hypot hesi s, confirmed by Captain Orlis within five mnutes.

"Just stay alert, Nolan," Olis said. "Delta is dealing with the contact. Unless it gets out of
hand, we stay put.”

That did not surprise Lon. Under the prevailing rules of engagenent, any other course would have
been remarkabl e. "Tebba, Well," Lon said, switching channels. "Get the nen fed. Tell themto stay
alert but, at least for now, we're staying put. Eyes on their own section of the front."

Lon unfol ded his mapboard, lowin the trench so the slight glow fromthe screen would not give
away his position. He adjusted the chart until he could see the blips of Delta's bel eaguered
patrol. There were no other blips, which neant that the eneny was not using hel net el ectronics—er
had gear so advanced that the DMC s equi pnent could not detect it.

"Not likely," Lon nuttered to hinself.

The skirmsh, nore than three mles fromthe nearest point of the DMC perineter, |lasted |ess than
a quarter hour. D sengagenent was conplete. Delta's patrol was on its way back, with its
casualties, five minutes later. A ful
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pl atoon fromtheir conpany had gone out to neet themand get the injured to treatment as quickly
as possi bl e.

Lon waited for information. As quickly as the patrol's report could be processed, Lon expected
that any pertinent information would be relayed. It would take |l onger for any change in plans to
be decided on. Dawn was nore than two hours away. That had been the deadline given to the settlers
to respond. There wouldn 't be nuch point in doing anything serious before then, Lon thought.
Exactly what the battalion would do if the deadline passed w thout response fromthe |ocals had
not been announced, but there seemed little question about the only possible response—ether than
extendi ng the deadline. The battalion would have to get out of its defensive perineter and march
on the town, try to nove in and occupy it.

Wait for sonmebody to shoot at us. Lon let his face screw up in a nonmentary grinmace. In his trench,
with his visor down, there was no chance that anyone would see his expression. Put troops all the
way around the settled area, then narch into town in skirmsh Iine, ready, just waiting for
soneone to pull a trigger and start a fight. It was not a happy thought.
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He was distracted by an update from Captain Orlis. Delta's patrol had run into a six-nman squad.
Two eneny soldiers had been killed, three wounded, and left after first aid. One prisoner had been
taken and was on his way to battalion headquarters for questioning. Delta had | ost one dead, four
wounded, one seriously enough to require speed getting himto a traunma tube.

"Put your nmen back on half-and-half," Olis told Lon and Carl. "Unless battalion gets startling
information fromthe prisoner, | expect we'll be noving shortly after dawn." The prisoner woul d be
guestioned, humanely, with drugs that would give himno opportunity to lie or remain silent and
that worked too rapidly for a body's inplanted nmedical defenses to offset them Even if the

nmol ecul ar heal th mai nt enance system had been progranmed with the exact formula of the truth drugs,
it could not work quickly enough to neutralize them Any-
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thing the prisoner knew woul d be divulged quickly. A simlar drug was used to establish truth in
crimnal cases on Diligent.

Lon took out a nmeat pack and ate after passing the word to his noncons to put the nen back on 50
percent watch. "Better make it forty-five mnutes at a tine," he added. "W can't count on nore

t han about an hour and a half."

Ni ght had brought quiet to the battalion's general radio channels. They were not officially
observing el ectronic silence. The eneny knew where they were and could get a close estinmate of
their numbers. There had been no point in secrecy. The nore nervous the settlers and their
protectors got about the odds, the less likely it was that 2nd Battalion would have to fight.

Ni ght had brought its own peace, the nen getting what sleep they could, and not doing anything to
di sturb those who were off watch. Even nme firefight had only briefly increased the traffic.

The shank of the night, just before dawn, when people find it hardest to stay alert, Lon thought
after finishing his neal —a breakfast of spaghetti with neat sauce, roll, and chocol ate bar. There
was alnost a snmile in his nind as he recalled long nights of cranmng for tests at The Springs,
when all of the slimpatches in the world had not been enough to keep his mind functioning at ful
speed. W 'd sit there studying, yawning together. Pretty soon no one could stop. He blinked

rapi dly, fighting back a yawn dial canme with the nenory.

After the heat of the previous day, Lon was alnost chilled sitting in his foxhole with no chance
to nove around. Dry air heats rapidly and cools rapidly, he thought, recalling a basic lesson in
nmet eor ol ogy. He had wondered why an arny officer nmight need to know so nuch about forecasting the
weat her at the tine, when there were so many other topics whose inportance had seemed so obvi ous.
"Hell, even professional neteorologists still get the forecast wong sonetines,” he had joked to a
few cl assnates. / wonder where they 've all got to, he thought, and that took the humor fromhis

t houghts. The top nen in his class were to be denied the chance to
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be arny officers—the goal they had sought for so long—dratted for service in the national police
force. Some, like him had left, aided by the acadeny's conmandant. Mst of those had intended to

go to Dirigent, as Lon had, but none of them had nade the journey with him and he had not seen
any of them since leaving Earth. He did not know if they had all changed their mnds, been
intercepted trying to | eave, or had been turned down by the DMC

Lon sat huddl ed up as protection against the greater chill that cane over him a chilling of the
spirit as much as the body. He no |longer felt honesick for Earth. Even before neeting Sara, he had
overcome that. He missed famly and friends, and he regretted the infrequent exchange of letters,
but Dirigent had becone hone, in thought as well as in fact. Earth had becone a place to escape,
for those who could, |ong before the birth of Lon Nolan. The inescapabl e problem was that people
could not enmigrate fast enough to keep the population fromcontinuing to grow.' Doonsayers had
been predicting a final "neltdown" of civilization on Earth for generations, always "inmnent,"

al ways "inescapable.” Someday they m ght even be right.

The call fromCaptain Olis was a wel cone distraction

"Here's the poop," Olis started. "There are about three hundred regular soldiers in the area,
nost right in the town, a few at another village twenty niles southeast. But count another two
hundred mlitia anong the settlers, sone of themretired soldiers, the rest given three to six
nmonths of nmilitary training before being allowed to be part of this intrusion. No heavy equi prent,
no aircraft. The settlenment isn't completely self-sufficient. They've still been getting itemns
they can't grow or replicate on site fromEast. And the nost they can nuster is four nortars. The
prisoner clains they have 'plenty* of ammunition but couldn't provide specifics. Mrale is
apparently good, despite conplaints about the heat and conditions. It appears that these people
were chosen as nuch for patriotic fervor as anything el se.™
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"Doesn't bode well for a peaceful resolution, does it?"
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"Nobody said it would be easy,” Olis said. "Just after dawn, Colonel Black is going to nmake one
final direct appeal to the people of the town. He has the nane of the nilitary conmander and the
civilian mayor to work with, so that mght help. But we are going to proceed on the assunption
that it won't. As the col onel nmakes his broadcast, the battalion will start noving into position.
Bravo and Delta Conpanies will move first. They'll be traveling farthest, to the far side of this
town, spreading out to prevent any attenpt by the garrison to escape. Al pha and Charlie will stay
put until the other conpanies are set. Then we advance directly on the town, securing farnhouses
al ong the way, going right into the settlenent unless we cone under fire first. If that happens,
we respond, but still without going beyond the essentials of defending ourselves. Wat happens at
t hat poi nt depends on circunstances. We're still playing this by ear."

We could | ose a few ears, and nore, that way, Lon thought, but all he said was the necessary,

"Yes, sir." W walk forward like a row of targets until sonmebody starts knocking us down.

"We' || have our three shuttles in the air ready for i medi ate response, and Shrikes not far away,"
Olis said. DMC attack shuttles nounted rocket |aunchers and rapid-fire cannon. They were not as
heavily arnmed or as nmm-neuverable as Shrikes, but they night be able to fill in until the Shrikes

could arrive

"Anything fromthat prisoner on | and m nes or booby traps?"

"Not hi ng was said. Assune there are.”

Lon shared the news with his platoon sergeants and squad | eaders. "Make sure the nmen know t hat
we're likely to be moving not long after sunup,” he told them

Lon lifted his helnet visor, then | ooked toward the horizon, watching for the earliest hint of
dawn. For a time he concentrated on that, putting everything else out of mnd, alnpst entering a
state of neditation. But there was one naggi ng thought that would not let go conpletely. W're
going to have to fight before the nmorning is over
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Al ong the eastern horizon, the black of night started to cycle through dark blues toward dawn.
When the rimof Aldrin's sun showed above the mountains, the deadline would have arrived. Col onel
Bl ack woul d make his final appeal to the settlers fromA drin East, and 2nd Battalion would start
to nove into place to furnish the "or else.™

Lon had his squad | eaders check their nen. Then he got out of his trench and rmade the rounds of
the section of perinmeter his platoons were responsible for, talking to each squad—a few words here
and there, encouragenent, answering questions, showing hinself to be confident and calm

"Since we've got work, best to get it out of the way before the day gets too hot," he told one
squad. "No need to have sweat conplicate things." It got a weak | augh—nore than it deserved, but
enough. For Dav Grott's squad, Lon's jest was different. "I don't know of any pubs there, and the
locals aren't likely to ask us in for a pint anyway, so enjoy the water in your canteens. Drink it
like it was the best beer on Dirigent."

When the orders finally came for the conpany to formup for the nove toward the disputed
settlenment, Lon was satisfied that his men were alert and as rel axed as possi ble. They would
perform as the professionals they were supposed to be.

There was nmore waiting. The two conpanies that had the greatest distance to travel left the
perimeter first. The others were on standby. Many of Lon's nen took a few mnutes to | oosen up
muscl es that had been inactive through nost of the night, preparing thenselves. Lon continued to
circulate, working the stiffness out of knees and back by wal ki ng. The sun rose, show ng nore of
itself in a cloudless sky. The lower arc of the star appeared to be supported on top of the
nmount ai n range when word finally came for Al pha and Charlie to formup and nove out.

Al pha was on the left, Charlie on the right. Lon's platoons were in the center, in tw col ums.
Carl Hoper's
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men were to Lon's left. Three hundred yards away, Charlie nmoved south in sinmilar formation,
drawi ng farther away from Al pha as they noved toward their respective stations.

How close will they let us get? Lon wondered, thinking of the soldiers and civilian nmilitia in the
settlement. When will the shooting start?

The novenents of 2nd Battalion were deliberate, slow. As Al pha and Charlie conpanies put nore

di stance between them they changed formation from pl atoon columms of two to a skirm sh |line. Each
pl at oon had three squads in front and one trailing. The interval between soldiers in the front
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line grew to an average of eight yards. There were few stands of trees to conplicate the novenent
of the conpani es. Each of those obstructions was investigated by a patrol first. Only when they
proclained the trees free of ambush did the conpani es proceed.

Two thousand yards fromthe first cultivated fields, Al pha and Charlie Conpanies were given
fifteen minutes to rest. The encirclenment of the town was nearly conplete. There woul d be

consi derable gaps in the ring, but that was intentional. The battalion was not attenpting to
establish a siege. Unless they nmet with serious resistance, they were going to occupy the town.

"I want everyone down flat," Lon told his nonconms when the order to halt canme. * 'No heads
sticking up above this grass we're in. Let's not tenpt any Deadeye Dick with a rifle and scope.™
Nearly everyone stared toward the town, peering through gaps in the wild savanna grasses, | ooking
for any hint of the eneny. It was a nervous tinme. There was a grain field directly in front of
Lon's platoons, across a strip sone twenty yards wi de that had been plowed to keep native grasses
away fromthe settlenent's crops. He guessed that the grain nmust be nearly ready for the har-
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vest. The stal ks were wai st-high, with heavy heads turning a golden tan

"A thousand nen could hide in a field like that," Tebba Grana said over his radio link to Lon
"Long as they were still and didn't nmake the grain nove against the wind, we'd be hard put to find
them before they were ready to be found."

"I don't think so, Tebba," Lon replied. "W've got too many | enses | ooking down at this whole
area. W mght mss them but the sky-eyes would see them anything bigger than a possum ™"

There was a nonent of silence before Grana asked, "Wiat the hell's a possun?"

Lon | aughed. "Small marsupial fromEarth. Short legs, hairless tail. Maybe a bit bigger than an
overfed house-cat."

"That where the saying 'playing possum comes fron®?"

"Yeah. Story was that they'd play dead to escape threats. Mre likely, they get scared and just
freeze up, even in the road with a car comng. Mst | saw were roadkill." Tebba nust be unusually
nervous, Lon thought. He doesn 't normally talk nore than he has to, going into action. Lon
glanced to his left. Tebba was nore than fifty yards away, behind third platoon. Lon could pick
hi mout only by where he was. Wth helnet and battl edress, he could have been nearly anyone in the
battalion.

"Just like a drill, Tebba," Lon said softly. "Don't go working yourself up to an itch you can't
scratch.”
Grana grunted. "I wouldn't have an itch if the fly-guys were spreading around a little neta

first," he said. "Or maybe if those big shots from Wst's government were wal ki ng with us instead
of sitting back there with their shuttle, all ready to get the hell out of here if things go bad
ina hurry.”

' "They're not soldiers, Tebba. They'd just be in the way if they were with us,"” Lon said.

"Maybe so, but I"'mstarting to feel a little |ike one of those little yellow ducks in a carniva
shooting gallery.
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Knock down three and get a stuffed bear for your girl."

"Maybe so, but remenber, the sights on those shooting gallery guns are usually rigged so you're
nore likely to shoot yourself in the ass than hit three targets.™

Tebba didn't respond. Lon had to switch channels for a call from Captain Otis. "Another few

m nutes," the captain said. "W're waiting for Bravo and Delta on the other side. Wen we start up
we keep going until we're in town or hit eneny fire."

"Yes, sir. We're ready." Lon switched to his all-hands channel. "W're got a couple of extra
mnutes waiting for the rest of the battalion. Let's keep this nice and | oose. No need to tighten
up. If trouble cones, you all know how to react. That means wait for an order to return fire. W
still want to nmake nice if they'Il let us. And they mght. If they wanted to be nasty, we'd have
had conpany | ast night, noisy conpany." Sounds good to me, he thought. He felt surprised that he
was as cal mas he was, not forced to put on an act for the nmen, the way he sonetinmes had to in the
past. Even earlier this norning he had felt a little apprehensive about this m ssion, but no

Il onger. His sweat was a product of heat, not nerves. Even Grana' s unexpected jitters had not

di sturbed Lon. Maybe it should have, he conceded. He's been in the business a hell of a |lot |onger
than | have

The order to start nmoving again cane. The platoons rose fromthe grass and started forward, rifles
at port arns. Lon spent a few seconds naggi ng squad | eaders to nmake .certain their nmen watched
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their intervals. "No bunching up," he said. It was routine "officer noise," the kind that had

of ten annoyed hi m when he was on the receiving end as cadet or trainee.

Looki ng ahead, even with his faceplate switched to magnify the view, Lon could see no people in
the town. The place m ght as well have been deserted. No, they're there, soneplace, Lon assured
hinself, waiting. He wondered if the settlers would indeed turn this into a fight, or just stal

as long as possible then capitulate to save lives and avoid the destruction of their hones. A lot
of the nen
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m ght have weapons, but they 've also got w ves and children. Asking, Wiat would | do? was
unproductive. He had no wife or children. Yet. Even thoughts of Sara and marriage were not enough
tolet himtrust his instincts on this. Fight for something | believe in, or accept the inevitable
and nake sure the people | |ove remain safe ?

He followed his nen through the grainfield. The stalks that were tranped down did not spring back
afterward, but lay nearly flat, a clear sign of the passage of his soldiers, arrows showing their
course and nunbers. W would know if any of the eneny was lying in wait, Lon realized. W d know
exactly where they were. The native grasses had shown nore resilience, slowy springing back after
bei ng wal ked over, but not the cultivated grain. The grai nheads are too heavy for the support, Lon
thought. If it's not harvested on tine, it would collapse under its own weight. Lon had never
farnmed, or kept a garden, but his nother had al ways grown a few tomatoes and onions. / guess |

pi cked up sone know edge sonewhere along the line, he decided.

"Keep the pace down, Well," Lon told the fourth platoon sergeant, noticing that his part of the
skirm sh line was starting to get ahead of its neighbors. "This isn't a race. W want to give the
|l ocals plenty of tinme to think about us conming, tinme to decide they don't want to fight us."
Jorgen was already dressing the line, passing the order to his squad | eaders, undoubtedly nore
enphatically than Lon had given it to him The line straightened quickly.

Lon noticed a lone bird circling high overhead. It nmade himthink of the buzzards he had often
seen on Earth, circling like that in the nountains, |ooking for dead neat. The buzzards got to

much of the roadkill. As a child, Lon had asked his father, "How come we never see dead buzzards?
Don't they die?" He could not recall, at the monent, how his father had answered that.

The skirmish line reached a point a thousand yards fromthe nearest buildings. Lon scanned the
town again, still wthout seeing any human beings. "They're sure not
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going to welconme us with a parade," he nuttered.

"The locals still aren't answering the radio," Matt O-lis said a nmonent later. "I just had that
frombattalion."

"I wish they'd say something, even if it was just, 'Go to hell,
plan, is there?"

"No change,” Olis confirnmed. "One way or the other, we make them comrit thenselves. At seven
hundred yards, the colonel wants to slow the pace even nore. One step at a tinme, as if we knew we
were noving through a mnefield."

"It's getting hot, so | guess that's better than running our tails off,
himsel f as to the captain.

"That's one way of |ooking at it."

Lon told his platoon sergeants about the upcom ng change. The line was still eight hundred yards
fromthe first buildings.

A good sni per would have afield day now, Lon thought. Like those ducks Tebba was worried about. He
could feel his nuscles start to tighten, anticipating the possible need for quick action. It stil
was not fear. Maybe | should be afraid. He shook his head. This wasn't the time for self-analysis.
Seven hundred yards. Second Battalion slowed its pace. Lon scanned the near side of the town

al nost constantly, letting his sergeants and corporals worry about keeping the platoons in |ine.

He caught a glint of sunlight off glass—soneone peering out fromthe shadows behind an open w ndow
in one of the buildings. Lon nentioned the sighting to Captain Olis. "It's the first hint |'ve
seen of anyone in there," he added.

Lon flexed his shoul ders. Wl ki ng hunched over for so long had started a cranp in his back. H's
shoul ders ached as well. The web straps of his pack harness felt as if they were digging into

fl esh, though they were too well padded far that. H s platoons nmarched out of one field of grain
aid through another plowed buffer strip (after it was Checked for mnes), then into nore grain.
The fields did
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Lon said. "No change in the

Lon said, as nmuch to
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not have w de separation between neat rows |left for large harvesters to maneuver al ong—the way it
was still done on Earth. The farners woul d have small er harvesters, robots that woul d separate

grain fromchaff and harvest both. No organics would be wasted. The inedible portions would be fed
into replicators—+aw materials for foods not being grown in the area. WId vegetation would serve
that purpose just as well, but humans still liked to grow some of their own food, even food
animals, no matter the argunments that it was inpractical, wasteful, that replicators could do the
job far nore efficiently, and produce neal s indistinguishable fromthe "real" thing.

Fi ve hundred yards. Lon saw nore indications of human presence in the town, occasional novenent,
low to the ground or at the edges of wi ndows and doorways. The settlers were there. Lon tried to
figure the probabilities. How long would they wait to open fire? How disciplined were the

sol diers, professionals and nmilitianmen? Wien woul d one of the amateurs get nervous and let off the
first shot? At five hundred yards, with little wind and a good firing stance, Lon could hit a ten-
inch target nineteen tinmes out of twenty. A nervous civilian would be |lucky to come anywhere near
a nmovi ng hunman at that range, even froma benchrest.

Four hundred yards. "Quack, quack," Lon whispered after silencing his radio, beginning to fee

what Tebba had felt earlier. Nerves. His palns were sweaty. One at a tinme, he wiped themon his
clothes. / guess you're still human. They mi ght not be sitting, but they were nearly cl ose enough
to the settlers and soldiers fromA drin East to be standing ducks. Damm it! Do sonething! he

t hought al nost angrily, a sudden surge of enption breaking through his studied reserve. Either put
up a fight or surrender

Two hundred yards. As the leading skirmish line hit that distance, a dozen rifles opened fire from
i nside the town.

"Take cover!" Lon's order was an echo of the one that Captain Olis gave the entire conmpany. Lon
went down

cunin
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with his men, but kept his head up enough to | ook forward. The first shots had been farther to the
right, near the junction between his fourth platoon and Charlie Conpany.

Thirty seconds passed before Captain Olis cane back on the line, this time on the channel that
connected himwith his |ieutenants and pl atoon sergeants. "Hold your fire. Charlie's going to
reply to the group that fired on it. No one else is to get involved."

Lon passed that order to his nmen as Charlie opened up. For nearly a minute, the nen of Charlie
poured rifle fire into a short section of the town's perineter. Lon could not tell if the
defenders were still firing, or if anyone else in the town had started. Wen Charlie Conpany
stopped firing, there seened to be silence around the settlenment, but after a few seconds Lon
noted that there was sone scattered fire com ng out, not coordinated, and not cl ose.

"We're going in," Captain Orlis told his lieutenants. "Fire and maneuver. Two squads nove while
the other two provide the covering fire. | don't want wild shooting. W don't want a |ot of
civilian casualties. Tell your nen to be careful and | ook for targets when possible, and to keep
their aimnarrowed to the areas where the eneny shooters are."

Lon passed on the orders and his platoons waited for the command to advance. The entire battalion
woul d resunme the constricting nmovenent, tightening the ring around the settlers and the soldiers
who were supposed to protect them

That defense remai ned sporadic. Occasionally defenders al ong one section would provide a concerted
effort, but never for long, and the fighting never becane general. The Eastnen who had settled on
territory clainmed by their rivals hunkered down under the fire of the approaching nercenari es.

The | eadi ng squads of 2nd Battalion were still 150 yards out when the order was passed to fix
bayonets. t's it, for certain, Lon thought as he attached his bay-
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onet to the nuzzle of his rifle. We're going all the way in

"Halt the advance!" Captain Orlis ordered. Lon's nmen stopped in their tracks. They had scarcely
had tinme to get their bayonets fixed. "Cease firing. Dress the Iine and keep the nmen down, alert.
There's sonet hing going on. The settlers finally want to tal k."

ft's about time, Lon thought. / hope they're ready to call it quits and this isn 't just a
stalling tactic.

He did not worry as the wait extended past the first mnutes. He was wilting to | et the Eastnen
take all the time they wanted as long as the result was peaceful. "Get a drink and keep your eyes
open,'' he told his nen. ' '"Hard telling how long we're going to be here." He took water hinself,
first a sip, then a longer drink. It wasn't noon yet and the tenperature was al ready near a
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hundred degrees. Water was vital. Dehydration could drop a man in his tracks.

Ten m nutes passed. Twenty. From habit, Lon had noted the tinme of the order. And when his radio
came to life again, he glanced at his helnet tineline again

"This is Colonel Black," the famliar voice said. "Stay alert, just in case, but it looks as if
the fighting is over. W're wailing for the representatives of Aldrin Wst to join us, and then
we're going to get up and walk right in."

/ hope, Lon thought, closing his eyes for just an instant. / hope it's not just a trick

Al pha Company was chosen to escort Col onel Black and the Wester governnent team The rest of the
battalion remai ned outside the town that the residents called Hope. Lon got his first close |ook
at the supposedly civilian representatives of Aldrin Wst on the nmarch into the settlenent. There
were twel ve nen. Six were described as police officers. They appeared mlitary to Lon, even though
they wore civilian clothing. OF the other six, the nmen chosen to begin West's adninistration of
the captured settlenent, Lon was certain that at least two were also military, officers of |ong
service. They had the | ook, the bearing, of professional soldiers.

"Keep your eyes open,"” Lon told his nmen as they started nmoving into Hope. "If this is sone kind of
trick, we need to be ready. No doping off."

The town of Hope consisted of two dozen public buildings—eomercial, industrial, and so
forth—surrounded by nmore than two hundred residences, nost with extensive yards and gardens. Lon
| ooked closely at the buildings. The "new' had certainly worn off. Myst had been constructed with
pl ascrete and resin-based conposites that could be nanofactured onsite to specification, but a
large minority were built of wood, and all of those showed signs of weathering. O chards pl anted
in sone yards had trees that were old enough to bear fruit. The center of the community was a

| arge plaza. It was unpaved, and the &ass was brown and sparse.

"This town has definitely been here nore than a year O two," Lon conmented on the radi o channe

t hat con-
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nected himw th his platoon sergeants. "Look at it. | wouldn't be surprised if it's been here ten
years."

"Hal f that, at |east, Lieutenant," Wil Jorgen said. ' Those apple trees on the |left have to be
that old or older. Nobody transplants or replicates themnore than a year old."

It was no surprise to see trees and plants that naturally flourished in tenperate climtes doing
well in tropical heat. Most terran flora that had been taken to new worl ds had been nodified for
conditions wherever they were introduced. That had been going on since the start of the hunan

di aspora. Genetic engineering, and the nanotech-nol ogy that allowed people to replicate goods from
patterns—atom by atom-had been as vital to nmankind' s expansion as the mastery of Q space.

The conpany of regular soldiers was drawn up in formation in the plaza, wearing soft caps instead
of battle helnmets. Their weapons had been carefully stacked twenty yards fromthe front rank of
soldiers, flanking a flagpole that carried what Lon took to be the standard of Aldrin East—a white
field with blue and red di agonals, surnounted by a golden sun. The officers stood in front of
their nen. Of to the left there was another series of pyranmdal stacks of rifles. Those, Lon
assuned, belonged to the militia, the "civilian" volunteers. But there was no formation of that
unit. W won't find any records sayi ng who bel onged either, Lon guessed. |'d bet anything those
were destroyed to make sure there were no reprisals. That would | eave a cadre of trained nen in
the community, even if the regular army unit was taken out. / bet they' ve got nore weapons and
ammuni ti on cached sonmewhere the Westers will never find. It was the obvious ploy. And Hope
appeared to have been too carefully planned to miss that preparation.

A few civilians stood near the comander of the arny unit, apparently the |eaders of the nunicipa
government. A few other civilians were visible on the fringes of the plaza, and in w ndows and
doorways overlooking it. Mdst of the civilians were too far away for Lon to read facial
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expressions, but the nearest |ooked sullen and angry.

"They may have surrendered, but they don't |ook beaten,” Lon commented. Tebba grunted. Wil did
not reply at all.

Col onel Bl ack had the conpany formup facing the defenders, just l|like regi nental parade back on
Diligent.

"Nol an, conme with ne," Captain Orlis said. "Leave your rifle with one of your men. Hoper, you've
got the conpany until | return.” As Olis and Lon noved forward, to stand behi nd Col onel Bl ack and
his headquarters staff, Olis told Lon what was going on via private link. "W're here to make
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show. The col onel wants all of the conpany conmmanders and their junior |ieutenants up close for
the cerenmony. The others are hurrying in fromtheir posts around the town, so we've got a mnute
or two. We don't have to break our necks."

"What about West's peopl e?" Lon asked.

Olis gestured to the left with his head. "According to the deal that Colonel Black struck with
the locals, their soldiers are going to surrender to us rather than to West. | don't know the
details. The civilians will remain to the side for now The idea is, Hope and its defenders
surrender to us and we turn control over to Wst."

"A way for the locals to save face?"

" 'Maybe they just hate West too much to do it any other way."

The soldiers of East renmined at attention while the nercenary officers assenbl ed. Al pha Conpany
was al so at attention, and Col onel Bl ack brought his gathered officers to that position as well
once all of them had gathered.

"We'll nove forward, hal fway," Black informed the officers. "Their commander and senior officers
will nmeet us there. Let's give thema proper show "

The groups of officers started to narch toward each other, at about half a nornmal marchi ng pace.

When the two conmanders were six feet apart, both groups of officers were halted. j-"I am
Li eut enant Col onel Hiram Bl ack, commandi ng
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2nd Battalion, 7th Reginment, Dirigent Mercenary Corps," Black announced. He had the visor of his
hel met lifted.

"Maj or Ant hony Esterling, commandi ng 2nd Vol unteer Expeditionary Detachnent, Aldrin East Defense
Force," the other commander said.

Second detachnent, Lon noted. / wonder where the first is. Wre they the people we fought in the
nmount ai ns? O are they sonewhere else, waiting for their shot at us?

"Col onel Bl ack, when | spoke with you before, | indicated that | would only surrender ny nen, and
the town that | was charged to defend, to you and your men. At this point, I wish to commit ny
men, and ny civilian charges—en, wonen, and children—+o your protection. W believe that we can
trust you to act honorably and to protect us against drastic reprisals by the enem es of our
peopl e. The honorabl e reputation of the Dirigent Mercenary Corps is well known. WII you accept
our surrender under that condition, sir?

Lon blinked quickly several tines. Was all this worked out in advance? He wanted, desperately, to
see how the people fromAldrin Wst were reacting to Major Ester-ling' s speech, but he was at
attention, and the Westers weren't in his field of vision.

Col onel Black did not hesitate | ong enough for those civilians to object. "I wll, Major
Esterling. | pronmise you and the town of Hope that you will remain under the protection of the
Dirigent Mercenary Corps until suitable guarantees for your safety can be arranged between the
governments here."

That's done it, Lon thought. He's put the Corps right in the m ddle, between the colonies, right
where the Council wanted us. He had to confer with Colonel Flowers first. Black wouldn't have
dared to do this on his own. Lon's desire to |l ook toward the Westers grew.

"Col onel Bl ack." The voice was unfanmiliar and came fromthe side. Lon knew that it had to be one
of the civilians. "Could | speak with you for a nonment?" There was comand rather than request in
the tone of voice.
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Col onel Black did not turn. Instead, he spoke to Major Esterling again

"You have ny assurances, Major," he said. "If you will excuse ne for a nonent?"

Esterling nodded, a miniml gesture.

Bl ack executed a sharp "left face" and strode to the Westers. Now Lon did pernit hinself to glance
that way, alnbst surreptitiously. The |eader of the Wester del egation took Black by the arm and
wal ked himfarther from eavesdropping ears. Lon brought his gaze back to the front, so he could
not see what was goi ng on, but Colonel Black had | eft open his radio circuit, so Lon—and the other
DMC of fi cers—oul d hear everything.

"You had no right to nake those prom ses to these people,"” the civilian said, his voice | ow and
control l ed but obviously angry. "You were ordered to accept their surrender only, wthout terns,
to place them under our control, to allow the governnment of Aldrin West to assume its proper and

| egal sovereignty over this territory. Your have exceeded your authority.”

"I beg to differ, sir," Colonel Black replied, his voice showing no enotion at all. "I do not take
orders fromyou or fromanyone else in your government. My orders cone from Col onel Flowers, and I
was acting within the scope of those orders.”

file:///C|/2590%20Sci-Fi%20and%20Fantasy%?20...s/Rick%20Shelley%20-%2003%20-%20Captain.txt (49 of 105) [12/29/2004 1:07:43 AM]



file:///C|/2590%20Sci - Fi %20and%20Fantasy %20E-books/Ri ck%20Shel | ey %20-%2003%20-%20Captai n.txt

"Your pronises are invalid. The governnent of Aldrin West will not honor them"
" "The Dirigent Mercenary Corps does not count on your government honoring the promnm ses nade by

it, sir. W honor our own pronmises. | will repeat, sir, so there can be no ni sunderstandi ng. The
Dirigent Mercenary Corps will honor the promises | nade to Major Esterling and the people of
Hope. "

"We shall see about that. Colonel," the civilian—ton did not know the nane of any of the

gover nrent people—said. Hi s voice was so tight with anger that he seened to have difficulty
getting the words out w thout sputtering. W shall,"” Black agreed. "Now, if | may return to

Esterling? W still have to nake arrangenents for
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the disposition of things here, and to arrange accommodati ons for you and your people." The
civilian did not respond, but Colonel Black had not waited for permission. He returned to the
commander of East's soldiers in Hope.

"You have nmy word, Major," Black said. "And the word of nmy commander, Col onel Medwin Flowers, the
senior DMC officer on Aldrin. |If necessary, the entire Corps will support our promses to you and
to the people of Hope." Black spoke | oud enough to nmake certain the Westers could al so hear him
Bot h commanders put their nmen at parade rest, then resuned tal king, nore softly. Lon was surprised
that the commanders were touching on each of the main points instead of |eaving those arrangenents
to their staffs. After a few m nutes the soldiers on both sides were given the "at ease" order
and Lon relaxed a little nore. Now he could | ook over to where the Westers stood, still apart, in
a tight group, turned inward, discussing the situation anmong thenselves. Wile Lon watched, the
| eader of the Westers took out a small radio and started talking into it.

Getting new instructions, Lon thought. They're not a happy lot, and their bosses won't be happy
either. A few minutes nore and Colonel Flowers will be getting his ear bent. There won't be any
‘on conpletion'' bonuses voted for us here.

He |istened, but without full attention, to the discussions taking place a few steps in front of
him Details. Surrendered weapons woul d be under DMC control. East's soldiers would return to
their barracks, once they had been inspected to nmake certain there were no nunitions, and all owed
then- freedomwi thin the settlenent. The battalion of mercenaries would renain, for the present,
in and around Hope, and woul d act as a buffer between the residents and the representatives of
West. The local civilian governnent would continue to function until nutually acceptable
arrangenents coul d be made between the | eaders of the two colonies. And so forth. Lon paid close
attention only when the talk turned to living arrangenents for his battalion. They would be
quartered in sep-
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arate | ocations, close in, a conpany at each site. Tents would be flown in. Local facilities for
wat er woul d be extended to provide the basic amenities.

Apart fromthat, Lon concentrated on the civilians from Wst. He could not hear what they were
sayi ng, even when he adjusted the gain on the microphone on the left side of his helnet, but he
could see their agitation. He realized that the consternation of the Wster del egation could
translate to difficulty for the reginent, but it was too soon to worry. Cool er heads woul d al nost
certainly prevail. West could not afford to dare the wath of the DMC. And any attack on 7th

Regi ment woul d guarantee nassive reprisals.

The tal k between the two commandi ng of fi cers had gone on for nore than a half hour before Mjor
Esterling said, "Have | your permi ssion to dismss ny troops, Col onel?"

"OfF course, Major." Colonel Black nodded. A platoon from Bravo Conpany, summoned near the start of
the di scussion, had already inspected the barracks and nearby buil dings. Lon assuned that their
report had reached the col onel, but Lon had not heard what it was.

Maj or Esterling saluted and, after Colonel Black returned it, turned to face his soldiers and

di smissed the formation

Col onel Black turned to face the officers he had assenbled. "Very well, gentlenen," he said
softly. "Conpany officers, return to your nmen. You'll have detailed orders within the half hour
Captain Olis, I'll want your conpany to remain here for the present. Your job is to guard the

weapons that have been surrendered until we get floaters in to take themto the shuttles for
transfer to Long Snake."

Captain Olis said "Yes, sir" and saluted. Then Olis gestured to Lon and they started back to
their nen.

We could be here a while, Lon thought. / hope this is Xjiot as it gets. It wasn't only the
tenperature he was thinking of.
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Doe pl atoon stood guard directly over the captured weapons in the center of the plaza, out in the
sun, with Captain Olis's pronise that no one woul d have nore than fifteen mnutes at a tinme. The
rest of the conmpany noved into the m nimal shade of the buildings on the western side of the
plaza. It was not |ong enough after noon for the shadows to extend far, but even a little
protection fromthe sun hel ped.

The first platoon to draw the duty, one of Carl Hoper's, started an inventory, and nade sure that
all of the surrendered weapons were unl oaded. The inventory and exam nation were finished by Lon's
third pl atoon, which drew the second shift.

"Looks like not nmore'n a third of these rifles have been fired recently,” Tebba told Lon
afterward. Al that remained was to wait for transportation to nove the weapons to the shuttles.

"I doubt many nen cl eaned their weapons for the surrender."

"Don't conplain, Tebba," Lon said. "Wuld you rather have had themall firing this norning?"
"That's not the point, Lieutenant," Grana said in his "explaining" voice. "The point is, they
could have put up a lot better defense than they did. And sone of the magazines | |ooked at were
only two or three rounds short of full. They could have made it one bloody fight if they'd had the
heart for it."

Lon nodded slowy. "The regulars we faced in the nountains put nore into their work. These

people..." He turned through a circle. More people were visible, but
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nmost still kept as nuch di stance as they coul d between thensel ves and the nercenari es.

"Maybe they'd have fought to the last man if it was Wester soldiers comn' in 'stead of us,"

G rana suggest ed.

"Good thinking, Tebba. | hadn't gotten around to | ooking gift horses in the nouth. |I'll pass your
observation along. It mght help the colonel deal with both sides."

Lon wal ked to where Captain Olis was sitting, in the shade, and reported what G rana had said,
careful to attribute the observation properly. Olis nodded, then passed the report along, with
its source, to Colonel Black. The Corps nmade a fetish of encouragi ng everyone to offer
suggestions, and recogni zing those contributions.

"The col onel says to give Grana a 'well done,' " the captain said after conpleting his call. "I
guess no one el se had thought of it yet. He's going to pass it along to Col onel Flowers and the
contract officers.”

"Il tell Tebba," Lon said.

"Better yet, we'll both go, and I'lIl tell him™"

A swi tchover was being nade. Third platoon was being relieved by second. The captain and Lon did
not wait for the platoon to nove into the shade, but met themin the center of the plaza. Wen
Olis gave G rana Colonel Black's comendation, Tebba | ooked al nost enbarrassed.

"Thank you, sir," he said. "It was just a thought that canme to me when | saw the condition of
those rifles.”

Olis shook his head. "An astute observation, and sonething that nmi ght never have occurred to the
hi gher-ups if soneone on the scene hadn't | ooked and done sone thinking."

Third pl atoon noved into the shade. A few minutes later, two small trucks arrived, driven by nen
fromone of the other conpanies in the battalion. Second pl atoon | oaded the weapons and boxes of
ammuni tion in the trucks and—except for one squad sent along to do the unloading at the other
end—wat ched as the vehicles left, then noved out of the sun

"When the trucks cone back," Captain Olis told Lon
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"they should have our tents. Qur bivouac area will be in the direction of the shuttles, just past
the edge of town, near that stand of trees."” He pointed. The tops of the trees could just be seen
over the intervening buildings. "The locals are extruding pipes to carry water out to the site. W
shoul d have that in place and running by sunset if everything goes right."

"Does it ever?" Lon asked.

"Once in a while, Nolan," Olis said. "Like this nmorning."

The work of establishing canp was al nost finished by sunset. Lon was with Captain Olis,

Li eut enant Hoper, and the cadet, O Fallon, in front of the conpany conmand post. Col onel Bl ack was
hol ding an officers' call by radio, briefing themon the events of the day.

"Aldrin West is raising holy hell over ny promses to the locals," Black said at the start.

"Col onel Flowers and | anticipated that. It does nmean that we have to be especially vigilant here,
as much against the renote possibility that our enployers mght try sonething, ah, inappropriate,
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as against the theoretically greater chance that the locals, particularly the nmlitia, night not
regard the surrender as binding on them

"The representatives of West chose to return to their shuttle and stay there rather than in Hope,
at least for tonight. Bravo Conpany has one platoon with our shuttles to provide security. Against
any eventuality," Black added.

"I want everyone else to maintain tight security around the canps. W'll run squad-strength
patrols in and around Hope through the night. W'Il|l set up a schedule, draw ng squads from each
conmpany but Bravo, since they've got one pl atoon detached. | want the patrols commanded by pl at oon
sergeants. They are to avoid any confrontations with the locals if possible. The guiding word is
still 'restraint' | want open eyes and ears. Tell your nen to | ook at everything, but not to
interfere with the locals unless ttwft {xesent an i medi ate hazard."
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There were a few questions about details of the orders for the patrols, but nothing critical

"l can't say howlong this situation will continue," Black said. "I expect that it will be nore
than a day or two, possibly quite a bit longer. CIC launched an MR with a full report on the
situation to Dirigent four hours ago. There have been regular reports since we arrived, so the

| at est news might not cone as nuch of a surprise to the Council. But it will be at |east twenty-
ei ght days before we get a response to today's events."

A nmessage rocket required as much tine as a ship to get fromone star systemto another. An MR
held imted roomfor cargo—+ess than one cubic foot. Everything else was propul sion, N lssen
generator, fuel, and the necessary control and navigational nechanisnms. The Nilssen fitted to an
MR was considerably smaller than those that noved ships through Q space and provided artificia

gravity, but they still accounted for nore than 70 percent of the mass of an MR
"CGentlenen, this next is very tentative, but once the newness of our presence here wears off, we
hope there will be opportunities for some of you to neet nenbers of the conmunity on an informa

basis. Colonel Rowers and CIC want nore information on how these people really feel about the
fighting between the colonies. W're | ooking for anything that m ght help us resolve the conflict
wi t hout further bloodshed. And we need nore data. Points of |everage."

That | ast phrase stuck in Lon's mind after the briefing was over and Captain Olis, the acting
battalion adjutant, had set up the duty roster for patrols that night. Points of |everage. Lon

t hought back to Tebba's observati on about the captured weapons. That was one, he thought, happy
that one of his people had found it. Wen he got back to his platoons, he brought his sergeants
together and told them about the night's orders.

"Weil, you take care of the sentry duty for us. One fire teamat a tinme, |led by the squad | eader.
Coordinate with Jim Ziegl er and whoever |eads the detail from Lieutenant
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Hoper's pl atoons. Tebba, you'll handle the one patrol we've drawn tonight. That neans you and your
first squad. W'll alternate the responsibilities night by night as long as this situation
continues. |I'Il be going out with you tonight, Tebba, just because this is the first tine for us.
Wei |, anything cones up while we're gone that you can't handle, check with the captain. I'Il let
hi m know that |'mgoing out." / don't think he'Il veto it, Lon thought, wi shing he had cleared his
decision with Orlis first. But he had just made it.

"Lieutenant, |'ve got a question," Jorgen said. He waited for Lon to pronpt himbefore he

continued. "I knowthis is a touchy situation, but which side are we nbst worried about, the
peopl e who surrendered to us or the people who brought us here?"

"Qur biggest worry is keeping our nen safe," Lon replied. "W don't take either side for granted
I don't know which we need to worry nost about, so we worry about both of them Right now, the

|l ocal s are closest, and despite the cache of weapons they surrendered, there's nothing to say they
don't have nore stashed where they can get at themonce they think they've lulled us into

conpl acency. "

The early patrols into Hope that evening reported no difficulties. There was no real contact
between them and the locals. Early on, the patrols did note that they were bei ng observed,

soneti mes by people standing around in plain sight, but by four hours after sunset, when Lon got
ready to lead his patrol, none of the locals was outside. There were few lights on either
especially in the outlying houses.

Dav Grott's squad, augnented by Tebba and Lon, noved in a well-dispersed fornmation, the sort they
woul d have adopted going through territory where the |ikelihood of anbush was extrenely high
Weapons were | oaded, but Lon instructed the nmen to keep safeties on. "I don't want any acci dental
di scharges. Renmenber, we do nothing provocative. W don't want to fight these people."
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Hope was quiet. And the nercenaries nade very little noise. Any tal king was done in whispers, over
the radi o. Lon watched his nmen as well as the tentory they wal ked through. It was never necessary
to remind themto be alert. The possibility of duplicity by the locals was present in every m nd
Around the town and through it, the patrol cane within fifty yards of every building, close enough
that the dark could hold no secrets. Lon gave special attention to ne barracks where the soldiers
were, cranking up the pickups on his helnmet to the maxi mum each time they came near them
listening for any sounds fromw thin. But there were none, not even snoring. The buil dings were
too well built to | eak routine sounds.

"Ni ce and quiet," Tebba comented as the patrol headed back toward canp. A patrol from Charlie
Conpany was already on its way in, keeping the surveillance nearly continuous. "I hope it stays
that way."

"You, me, and everyone else in the reginment,
the night. Tell themto sleep while they can."”

Lon had no trouble staying alert while the patrol was in Hope, but after they had |l eft the town
and were hal fway back to canp, exhaustion sprang its own anmbush on him He found hinmsel f yawni ng
repeatedly, and the nore he attenpted to stifle the yawns, the nore insistent they becane.

Carl Hoper was already asleep in the tent he shared with Lon. There were no beds, nothing nore
than the bedrolls they woul d have slept on anywhere in the field. But the tent made a considerable
di fference, as nuch psychol ogi cal as physical. Lon opened up his bedroll and tw sted the capsule
that inflated the air mattress. By the tinme it was ready he had taken off his pack harness and web
belt. He sat on the inflated mattress to take off his boots, grateful for the relief.

Wth a little luck | might get five hours' sleep, Lon thought as he sat cross-legged on his

beddi ng. A protracted yawn. He sighed, then maneuvered hinself into
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the sl eeping bag. He nmoved his helnet next to his head so he would hear a call on the radi o, and
felt for the position of his rifle and pistol fust in case. H's hand renai ned on the butt of his
pistol. Lon had already fallen asl eep

Lon jerked awake with a start. Hs forehead was covered with perspiration. His heart was beating
too fast. He fe!t as if he were gasping for air. Hs hand cl osed around the butt of his pistol

and he started to sit up before he realized it had only been a dreamthat had wakened him He |et
go of the pistol and took a deep breath, flopping back onto the mattress.

The substance of the dream had al ready escaped his nenory. Al he could recall was thunder, a
constant drone of distant thunder that had somehow been transforned into the sinilar sound of
artillery fire—big guns, howitzers or tank cannons, not the nortars he had faced in the nountains.
Lon knew how t hose weapons sounded, though he had never been in conbat where either was present.
The Corps had both arnmor and artillery, but they were ancillary branches, used only when necessary
and practical. Lon had led his nen in training exercises that included tanks or self-propelled
guns. He had observed both on the firing ranges, part of his indoctrination into the capabilities
of the Corps while he was a cadet.

He lay notionless, eyes closed, trying to get his body's rhythns back to nornmal so he could sleep
agai n. But the sounds of the thunder, or artillery, echoed in his head. There was neither storm
nor barrage anywhere near Hope. No attack was under way. The only sound cl ose was the soft snoring
of Carl Hoper five feet away.

This is ridiculous, Lon told hinself when it becane clear that he was not going to get right back
to sleep. You haven't even seen any artillery here, and you've never been afraid of thunder. There
was no overt danger close, no great |ikelihood of conbat in the near future. Ridicu-lottp, Lon

t hought again, with nore force, as if the word
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al one m ght conquer the subconscious fears that had forced the dreamon his nind. It's not even
likely to rain for at | east another two or three weeks.

Lon picked up his helmet and tilted it so he could look at the tineline on the visor. It was just
after oh-three-thirty, the mddle of the five hours he had hoped to sl eep.

If 1"'mnot going to sleep, | mght as well do something useful. He got out of the sleeping bag and
pul l ed on his boots, then strapped on his web belt and pistol and put on his helnmet. / can have a
| ook around and nake sure that the guards are where they should be. And visit the latrine.

A slight breeze made the night nore confortable outside than in the tent. Lon felt sweat
evaporating, rapidly enough to give hima chill even though the tenperature was above seventy. He

Lon replied. "W get in, get the nen bedded down for
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stood near the tent flap for several ninutes, turning slowy and | ooking around, the night-vision
system of his helmet giving himan excellent view He spotted two sentries wal king posts on the
perinmeter of the conpany's bivouac area. At |east one of them spotted Lon. There was no chal |l enge,
t hough. Lon's helnet was switched on; a blip on the head-up display of the sentry's visor would
tell himhe was friendly.

Lon turned to gaze toward Hope. There was no haze of |ight above the town, the way there always
was over Dirigent City or any sizable conmunity on Earth. No neon signs or nercury-vapor
streetlights. It was a farmng town, with little nightlife. The sky was clear, pocked with stars
strewn carel essly across the heavens. There was not a cloud to be seen, off to the linmts of
vision. No thunder would scar this night.

Whil e he wal ked toward the latrine at the edge of canp, Lon spotted the two other sentries. He did
not bother themand tiiey did not bother him By the tine Lon returned to his tent, he had cal ned
down considerably. H's pul se and breathing were approaching normal, and he was starting to fee

sl eepy agai n.

But sleep was still slowin returning. Eventually, though, it cane.

Sevent h Regiment settled in as if it mght be staying indefinitely. In 2nd Battalion's canps
around Hope, each norning started with calisthenics and runni ng—before the tenperatures neared
their maxi nuns, nore than one hundred degrees every day.

Far to the northeast, the rest of the reginment established a sinmlar regine in the foothills of
the mountain chain that separated the two Al drinian colonies. The invadi ng Eastmen continued to
wi t hdraw, pulling back across the continental divide. The Westers who had been part of the fight
in the nountains were east of the mercenaries, higher. They had not attenpted to pursue the
Eastnen to the far side of the chain.

" "This is the position Colonel Flowers is taking with Wst,'' Colonel Black told his officers the
day after the surrender of Hope. ' 'W turned back the invasion in the north and accepted the
surrender of the intruders in the south, according to the terms of our contract. \Wat remains is
for the governnents to reach a political resolution of their differences. In the neantinme we are
on the scene and prepared to defend West against further attack, again, according to the ternms of
our contract." He gave no details of the various denands and protests that Wst's governnent was
maki ng. The turnover of Hope was high on the list, but they had taken no action to enforce that
demand. No troops were being ferried south.

"I'f anything eones up, we'll knowin plenty of time to react," Black assured his officers. "The
fleet has West under as close scrutiny as East. We'll know of troop
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novenents or the dispatch of aircraft as soon as they begin, if not before."”

Bl ack vetoed the construction of defensive positions around the canps. "No matter the intent, it

m ght seem provocative to the people of Hope. They woul d assume that we were preparing to defend
oursel ves against them and we can't very well tell themdifferently, that we're nore worried
about our enployers than we are about them |If we let East know of the rift, that mght be all it
takes to bring about trouble."

"I know it's better than fighting, but it's too dammed conplicated,"” Lon conpl ained that afternoon
after Colonel Black's briefing. Lon was sitting with Orlis, Hoper, and O Fallon. They had been
eating supper—battle rations—in the captain's tent. "lI'mbeginning to wish that we could pack up
and | eave the Aldrinians to thenselves."

"Wsh for a cold beer while you're at it," Carl Hoper advised. "And-a weekend in Canb Town. One' 1l
do as much good as the other. No nmatter what, you've got to figure that we'll be here for another
month at least. | can't see Colonel Flowers pulling us out without specific orders fromthe
Council of Reginments. Right, Captain?"

Olis nodded, chewi ng food. After he swall owed, he said, "I expect it will be considerably nore
than a nmonth. This is one tine when I'll be surprised if we pull less than a full six-nonth tour.

| doubt our job will be finished until the col onies reach sone diplomatic conprom se, and that
could take a I ot longer than six nonths. We'll just have to nmake the best of things, hope that we
won't have any fighting to do before we go hone. | don't mind earning ny noney this way, even if
it is hotter than hell."

"I don't mss the fighting, that's for sure,” Lon said. "I can put up with anything that lets me
take home all the nen | cane in with, alive and healthy. But | wish they'd get off their asses and
conme to an agreenent. Can't they see that they have to, one way or another? | nean, even on Earth
the governnents finally figured out that they had to operate as one entity."

CAPTAI N
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Hoper | aughed. "Wthin very serious limts, as | recall,
there on Earth now?"

"About as nmany armies as continents, isn't it?" Olis asked.

Lon nodded, reluctantly. "North Anerican Union, H spanic Confederacy, European Union, Pan-Africa,
and Greater Asia. But nere hasn't been a real war in centuries, and not nmany border squabbles. You
have standing arnies, because if you don't, there's never tine to raise and train one when the
need arises.”

"Besides, putting men under mlitary discipline is a social necessity on Earth, isn't it?" Olis
asked softly. "Especially when you sel ect potential troubl emakers and nake them part of the
solution rather than the problem"”

he said. "How many standing arm es are

Lon shrugged. "There's some of that, in some of the armies, | guess,” reluctant to adnit that even
the North Anerican Union found that expedient.
"But will all those arnmies be able to prevent the final collapse on Earth?" That was O Fal |l on

speaking for the first tine. All of the others stared at the cadet.

"Doonsayers have been predicting i mmnent catastrophe for a thousand years or nore, since
Mal t hus, " Lon said. "There have been crises, but people always nanage to keep society functioning,
one way or another. Nano-tech, the col onies, whatever."

"There were still sone pretty scary die-offs,” O Fallon said, oblivious to the stares of the
others. Only Lon was not |ooking directly at himnow "Plagues, wars, whatever. | studied Earth
history a lot nmy last two years in school."

For a protracted nonment, Lon nerely stared at the neal pack in front of him Thinking, feeling.
Earth. Finally he took a deep breath and | ooked up, neeting O Fallon's gaze. "You're pulling on

the wong strings, Esau," he said quietly. "I"'mnot a Terran any longer. |I'mas much a Dirigenter
as you are. Maybe nore. | chose Dirigent. | didn't just inherit it as an accident of birth." Maybe
I \'t have a lot of choice, he admitted to hinmself, not as
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long as | wanted to be a soldier, but I could have stayed on Earth and been a cop

"Strings," Olis said, letting the word hang until the others all |looked at him "I don't think

anyone can escape the Earth strings. No natter how nany generations our fanmilies have lived on
Dirigent or Union or Buckingham or any other world, the strings always go back to Earth. Think
back, Lon, to when you first canme to Dirigent. Do you recall the curiosity? The questions? Al

because you cane fromEarth directly instead of through genetic ancestry. | imagine you still run
into that."
"Sonetines," Lon admitted. "Even Sara was excited at nmeeting a real Earthman. She had questions

and preconceived notions, too." Lon |ooked at Esau when he said that. "You can't |earn everything
froma history text. Sonetines you can't really know a place without seeing it. | guess Earth, is
both nore and | ess than what people on Dirigent, and | suppose on other colony worlds, think. If
you | unped together the popul ati ons of the ten nost popul ous colony worlds, it wouldn't natch the
popul ation of Earth even now, let alone in the early twenty-first century, when it reached its
maxi mum There are single cities, nmetropolitan areas, on Earth, naybe a dozen, that each have nore
peopl e than the | argest colony world manki nd has settled. O course there are problenms. But with
so many brains to tackle them they do get solved, even if not always in the nost efficient or

el egant manner." He grinned. "Even if it's rarely efficient or elegant." It felt strange to be
defending Earth. Strings. It was |ike the way he had been selected to | ook at the data on Aldrin
sinply because it was assuned he woul d have a different perspective because he had been born and
rai sed on the noth-erworld.

"I don't nean to press," O Faflon said, "but aren't brains at the core of the problem why it has
to get worse until a tine conmes when Earth can't handl e things any |onger?

"What do you mean?" Lon asked.

"As far back as | can renmenber, all the texts said that
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the intelligence of people who | eave Earth averages above that of those who don't |eave, gradually
weakeni ng the brain pool or whatever you want to call it. That each succeeding generation is that
much dunber than the one before.”

Lon laughed. ' 'And, of course, the inevitable corollary is that people on colony worlds are

inevitably smarter and growing smarter all of the tine."
O Fallon's face reddened at Lon's |augh, but he did not back down. "Sonething |like that," he
insisted. "An easy assertion to back up statistically. Besides, it's |logical."
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"A thousand years ago, that night have been true," Lon said. "Wen all nmankind had was what nature
provi ded. But we've been tanpering with natural selection alnost that |ong. And now there is no
drain on the average intelligence frompeople with extrenmely subnornmal intelligence. Genetics and
medi cal science have virtually elimnated the causes of retardati on, and we have the neans to
correct physical irregularities that arise after birth. Every generation the average intelligence
i ncreases, not just on the colony worlds but on Earth as well, and mechanical and el ectronic

suppl ements to organic intelligence also inprove."

Olis and Hoper had | eaned back, observing the dial ogue between Lon and O Fallon with considerable
hunmor. Now the captain | eaned forward, ready to end the discussion, or at |least nove it to other

t opi cs.

"He's right, you know, O Fallon," Olis said. "The average ten-year-old student today, on
virtually any settled world, can solve math problems that H nrik Nilssen couldn't even inagine
when he was solving the equations that led to the Nilssen Drive we rely on to travel between stars
and to give us artificial gravity. And all this talk is giving me a headache. Let's table it."
"Besides," Carl Hoper added, "this is one topic you can't argue with Nolan and win. He put a | ot
of study into it after he cane to Dirigent, back when there were a k»| of people raggi ng hi mabout
t he poor, befuddled of Earth."
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After a week canped near Hope, Lon noticed the heat |ess. The routine had not changed. Second
Battalion nmounted patrols in and around the town at night, and took physical training first thing
in the norning. There were no patrols in the town or near the satellite farns during the day. Late
each afternoon Col onel Black held a briefing for his officers, generally with the news that there
was no substantive news. The best he could offer was that there was no fighting going on anywhere
on Aldrin. It was only at Hope that the nercenaries had physical contact with people fromeither
col ony. The bad news was there were no tal ks going on between the governnments of the col onies, and
contacts between headquarters of 7th Regiment and either side were rare, brief, and unproductive.
The peopl e of Hope were slow to open up to the mercenaries. "I had hoped it would be faster,"”

Bl ack confessed to his officers a week after the surrender. "Maybe | was unrealistically
optimstic. W did arrive as conquerors, not |iberators, even though we stand ready to defend Hope
i f necessary."

"W don't have the right kind of contacts with them sir," Captain Wallis Anes of Bravo Conpany
said. ' "They see us sitting around out here during the day, surrounding their town. At night, if
they see us at all, it's as an occupying force patrolling their streets to make sure they don't
sneak up on us. How el se can they see us?"

Col onel Bl ack hesitated before he replied. "There's a lot to that. The problemis bal anci ng our
security with the desire to develop better relations with the |ocals. Colonel Flowers left the
decision to nme, how soon and how nuch we relax our security measures. W could substitute
conceal ed el ectronic snoops for the patrols, but I'mnot at all certain the locals would see that

as any inmprovenent. It would still indicate a lack of trust on our part, be an intrusion. W're
going to be nmaking a tenporary adjustnent starting tonight, cut the patrols down to a single fire
teamrather than a full squad. W'Il |eave a few minutes* gap between patrols as well, rather than
have one going in
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while the previous one is comng out. The next step mght be just to arrange better |ocations for
of fsite observation, stay outside of town at night altogether, or just run one or two quick
patrols. Look, we're feeling our way, and changes coul d conme quickly, depending on what happens.
This town is still our best key to the puzzle of Aldrin. W can't afford to screw up."

Two days later, just after norning exercises and breakfast, Lon was called to battalion
headquarters—tocated in one of the rare stands of trees on the savanna. The rudi ments of
civilization had been brought in for Colonel Black and his staff, field desks and folding chairs,
a small generator, electric lights. Colonel Black was sitting on one of the chairs in front of the
two-roomtent that served as his command post and quarters. There was a vacant chair near the

col onel

"Have a seat, Nolan," Black said after Lon saluted and reported formally. "Take a |oad off."

Lon sat, watching the colonel's eyes, trying to figure out why he had been sunmpned. Bl ack

noti ced, and chuckl ed.

"Relax, lad," he said. "You're not in any trouble."

"That's al ways good to know, Colonel," Lon said.

"You know that |'ve been | ooking for an entree with the |locals. Looking very hard," Black said.
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Lon nodded. * 'Yesterday Matt Orlis suggested that you might provide it"

"Me, sir?"

Bl ack nodded. "You're the only officer in this battalion who was born and rai sed on Earth."

"How does that nake any difference?" Lon asked

The col onel shrugged. "I'mnot certain that it does, but | nentioned the fact that | had an

of ficer who canme fromEarth, and Major Esterling raised an eyebrow and said, 'Is that so?" | told
himthat you had studied at Earth's prenmier nmilitary academnmy but |left shortly before graduation to
join the DMC. "

"And now he would lIike to have a chat with ne?"
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Lon supplied, seeing where the discussion was goi ng.

"He did indicate that he would tike to nmeet you, and said somethi ng about one of his distant
ancestors who attended the North Anerican Mlitary Acadeny and later returned to serve a tour as
its adjutant.”

"Did you tell him anything about the, ah, circunstances under which | |eft the acadeny?'' Lon
asked.
"Not in detail. But he has invited you along to lunch today. You and | both, actually. It's a step

in the direction we want to take. You have no objections?

"Of course not, sir." Lon hesitated, then added, "Even if for no other reason nan to get a change
of menu."

"We'll |eave here at el even hundred hours. Not to put pressure on you or anything, but this could
be the opening we've been | ooking for, Nolan."

"Just because of chance?"

"Alot of nmilitary cusps conme as a result of chance. Fortune. Apparently it's been quite a while
since anyone imrgrated to Aldrin directly fromEarth. So we appeal to their curiosity. At |east,
you appeal to their curiosity. Sorry to put you on the spot like this, but I've got to take

what ever steps | can here.”

"I understand that, Colonel. So I'll be charmng and do what | can to satisfy Major Esterling's
curiosity."

"Sonmening like that," Black said through a grin. "But gently, Nolan, gently."

There were no dress uniforns avail able, but Lon spent the rest of the norning naking his

battl edress as presentabl e as possible for the meeting. Col onel Bl ack had indicated they would
carry no weapons, not even sidearns. No pack harnesses. They would have their helnets, to keep in
contact with the battalion, but once they reached Hope, they would take the hel nets off and carry
t hem

"Now |'ma diplomat," Lon told Matt Olis when he described the nmeeting with Colonel Black. "O a
freak held up for public display." He shrugged. "That doesn't bother me, Captain. |'mused to
bei ng singl ed out because
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I"'mfromEarth, and anything that hel ps us here is okay

by nme."

"Just don't work too hard at it, Nolan," the captain

had advi sed. "Let it happen naturally."

"Yes, sir. 1've been telling nyself the same thing." "If | wasn't confident that you' d do us
proud, |

woul dn't have suggested using you."

Lon had time to sit in his tent and think before it was time to nmeet Black for the walk into Hope.
No pressure, he told hinmself. Like hell. They're all hoping that the fact that I'mfromEarth wll
provi de sone sort of mracul ous change. Put the kid fromEarth on display and hope he "Il charm
the locals into thinking we 're all sonething special. Like I'm sone superhero froma vid, ready
to save the galaxy all by ny | onesone.

Hi s pal ns were sweating. There was a nervous knot in his stomach. He felt nore aware of the heat
than he had in days. The tent fabric did provide considerable thermal insulation, but it had never
been enough for real confort. / can't let nyself get so knotted up that |I can't eat, Lon thought.
They might think | was too uppity to share their food. It would be worse if | ate and then barfed
it back up. Areal diplomatic incident.

He closed his eyes and tried to calmhinself. It had all sounded so sinple when Col onel Bl ack
first told him It was the waiting that gave doubts and worries a chance to intrude. Better if
they'd sprung this on ne at the last nminute, or just invited ne along to lunch without telling ne
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why.

Lon got up and paced, the three steps in each direction that the tent pernitted. He would not go
outside to do his pacing where his nen woul d see, and wonder what had himso nervous. He had told
his sergeants he would be going to Hope with the colonel, but he had not explained the m ssion
further. vft was a relief when the tinme came to | eave. At |east
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the waiting woul d be over soon. Once we get there and get talking, it shouldn 't be so bad. He
knew that woul d al nost certainly be the case, but it did not still the butterflies in his stomach

Battali on Lead Sergeant Zal Gsier acconpani ed Lon and Col onel Bl ack. Gsier was the only one who
was arned, and he wore only his pistol. H's function as escort would be easy to explain. "Maybe

he'll even get invited to lunch with Major Esterling s noncons," Col onel Black suggested, though
he added that he was not counting on it. "I'mjust taking every chance for a little nore of a
wedge. "

"The nore | think about this, Colonel,"” Lon said, "the nore it feels as if we're grasping at sone

awfully thin straws."

"You're not far wong," Black conceded. "But just now those are all we have within reach."

Maj or Esterling' s second-in-command, Captain Oiver Howard, net them at the edge of town. There
were introductions, and Howard's explanation that he was to escort themto the officers' ness.

"Maj or Esterling is overseeing preparations personally. He wants to make certain that everything
is perfect.”

/']l bet his mess sergeant appreciates that, Lon thought, taking care to hide the grin that wanted
to come to his face. He | ooked around. There seened to be nore people about, out in the open
wearing their curiosity freely now It's like they know that sonething' s up, and not just that
there's sonmeone from Earth coming in. He kept coming bade to that, but the wal k had given hima
chance to danpen his nervousness. The peopl e had been out before the Dirigenters arrived, so it
could not be that they were
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com ng out just because three nmen cane into town alone, two of them unarned.

The garrison's barracks were a separate conpound within the town, apparently as old as any of the
civilian structures. The fence around the conmpound had been renoved the day of the
surrender—dnilaterally, by the garrison. It had not been nentioned in the discussions. The ness
hall, with separate facilities for officers and enlisted nen, was at the southeastern corner of
the conpound. Stairs and a lift tube went froma separate entrance to the officers' nmess on the
second fl oor.

This was definitely not put up as a tenporary structure, Lon observed as they clinbed the stairs.
It was too well built, too solid, and sonme care had been taken in the furnishing and decoration

An efficient air-conditioning systemmnade the officers' dining roomalnost chilly. Lead Sergeant
Csier was still with them Captain Howard had suggested that the najor would want to nmeet him and
that he was certain they would be able to nake arrangenments to keep the sergeant entertai ned and
fed after that.
"I'measy to please,
| ot of years."

It was clear that someone had been detailed to watch for their arrival. The four men had not been
in the dining roomfifteen seconds before Major Esterling cane hurrying in fromthe other side,
apparently fromthe kitchen or a service area.

"I't was good of you to conme, Colonel Black," Ester-ling said before he had quite reached the
group. Black nodded. The East mmjor came to a stop and glanced at Lon. "This would be your
lieutenant from Eart h?" he asked.

Cotonel Bl ack introduced Lon and Gsier. "I know the sergeant wasn't included in your invitation,"
Black said, ' 'but I find it difficult to function without ny |ead sergeant close."

"Of course. There are tines when | think that nost arnmies would never nmiss the loss of their
officers as long as they had good noncons to keep things going." He gave
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Gsier a salesnman's smile. "Perhaps you would care to sanple the fare in our sergeants' ness, Lead

Csier had said, a bit gruffly in Lon's opinion. "lI've been a soldier for a

Sergeant," he suggested. ' 'It will provide a change fromfield rations. That is," Esterling
added, glancing at Black, "if your colonel can bear to have you a few yards farther away from
him™"

file:///C|/2590%20Sci-Fi%20and%20Fantasy%?20...s/Rick%20Shelley%20-%2003%20-%20Captain.txt (58 of 105) [12/29/2004 1:07:43 AM]



file:///C|/2590%20Sci - Fi %20and%20Fantasy %20E-books/Ri ck%20Shel | ey %20-%2003%20-%20Captai n.txt

"Thank you," Black said. "Zal, you bring your appetite al ong?"

"Yes, sir," Osier said, |ooking at the colonel, then at the major. "Thank you for your invitation
sir. | appreciate it."

"Fine, fine. I'll have ny comand | ead sergeant escort you." The nan coutd not have been far away.
He arrived within thirty seconds after Esterling summoned him The Eastnman nmgjor introduced the
sergeants, then sent themoff to eat.

"Now, Col onel, Lieutenant," Esterling said after the enlisted nen had left, "I hope you'll enjoy
the little repast our chief cook has prepared.”

The colonel's table was in a nook al ong one side of the room The round table was | arge enough to
seat six, but only four places were set, spaced equally around the perineter. Lon guessed,
correctly, that Major Esterling would sit at the rear of the nook, with his back and sides to

wal I's, facing the portion of the roomhe could see. There was a white tabl ecloth. The centerpiece
was a brass candel abrumwith five electric candl es. The china and silverware were plain but |ooked
as if they were of premiumquality. The napkins were linen, or a substitute indistinguishable from
the real thing.

Esterling placed Col onel Black across fromhim Lon was at the major's right, and Captain Howard
sat in the final chair

"We're usually not so formal except for dinner on Sundays and holidays," Mjor Esterling
expl ai ned. "But | thought we should put on our 'conpany faces' for this occasion."

/"1 bet, Lon thought, but he worked hard to keep a Straight face. Don't spook the deal, kid, he
war ned hi m
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self. He felt relieved that Major Esterling had not started to ply himimediately with questions
about Earth. The only reference to the planet had been the introductory question

A nmess steward arrived. "Alittle w ne, gentlemen?" Esterling asked his guests, focusing on

Col onel Black. "W have a fairly decent wine cellar, even if it's on the second floor."

"Thank you," Black said, nodding and smiling. "That would be a distinct pleasure.™

Esterling gestured, and the steward hurried off to fetch the wine. "The one | have in nind is ny
personal favorite. The grapes are a hybrid devel oped on Aldrin fromtwo terran varieties, Riesling

and Gewiirztraminer." He turned toward Lon. "I believe that both of the original varieties were
Eur opean. "
"The Riesling at least, Major," Lon said. "I"mnot familiar with the second. |I'm not even certain

I could pronounce it."

Esterling |l aughed politely and repeated the pronunciation. "W al so grow both ancestra
varieties near the East Coast," he explained. "The Gewiirztram ner produces a slightly spicy w ne
alone. And the Riesling nakes a noderately sweet white w ne."

The wine arrived. Major Esterling tasted and nodded his approval before the steward poured for al
of them | eaving the open bottle behind.

"To peace,"” Mjor Esterling said, raising his glass in a toast. The others echoed the sentinent.
Lon was cautious with his first sip. Wne had never been his beverage of choice, but sonething to
be drunk only when the occasion required it. He was pleasantly surprised by the taste, and all owed
hi nsel f a second, nore generous, sip before setting the glass back on the table.

"Very nice," Colonel Black said. "It teases the tongue."

Lon nodded. "Yes, nice indeed,"” he all owed.

Maj or Esterling beamed as if he had stonped the grapes and made the w ne personally. He had no
time to do nore
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before a pair of stewards arrived bearing the first course of the neal

Lon waited for the questions about Earth to begin, but Mjor Esterling tal ked about the food,

wi ne, and the tribulations of service in a tropical climate. He did not refer to Earth, or to the
current inpasse between the two col onies on Al drin.

He's trying to be the perfect host, as if this were sone formal affair at his hone base, Lon
decided. He wants to inpress us with his etiquette and with the cuisine. Virtually everything had
been grown or raised donestically, most of it in or around Hope. Lon tried to keep track of the
items the major tal ked about. After the dessert arrived and had been described, Lon thought, He
never mentioned the butter. Maybe that cane froma replicator. He viewed that deduction as a m nor
triunph.

There was another bottle of wine after dessert, a different variety, and cigars. Lon accepted the
wine gratefully, the cigar with reluctance. He did not care for snmoking, but did it when it was
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socially required. He lit his cigar, then brought it near his mouth just often enough to keep it
from goi ng out.

"Now, this wine is a straight Gewiirztram ner," Ester-ling said after he had tasted and approved
it. "Froma special picking, berry by berry, to get only the finest fruit." He waited for his
guests to sanple the wine and voice their approval, then | eaned back and turned his attention to
Lon.

"Now, Lieutenant," he started, "I must confess | was extrenely intrigued when your col one
mentioned that one of his officers had been born and raised on Earth, and attended North Anerican
MIlitary Acadeny. One of ny ancestors won his conm ssion at The Springs, and later retarded to
serve as its adjutant for several years."

Lon nodded. "Col onel Bl ack nentioned that, but | confess that | don't recall any Esterlings anong
the acadeny officials we were forced to nenorize as
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"Not an Esterling. My ancestor was Col onel Em | Marghazi."

"There's a Marghazi Hall at the acadeny," Lon said.

"Yes, yes," Esterling said, grinning and noddi ng happily. "Dedicated sone years after ny
ancestor's death, just before several of his descendants emgrated, comng to Aldrin."

"Marghazi Hall. Part of the engineering departnent," Lon said, thinking back. "I had severa
classes in that building."

The connection firmy established, Esterling went on to question Lon about Earth for an hour
through two bottles of wine and a second round of cigars. The rest of his officers canme to eat
their lunches and | eft. The ness hall workers noved about as unobtrusively as possible, cleaning
everything but the nook. The najor asked about the acadeny and Lon's experiences there, and he
asked about places on Earth that figured in his famly's past. The Mrghazis had |ived near

Ni agara Falls, no nore than a mle fromthe west bank of the Niagara River. Esterling did not
probe into the circunstances of Lon's departure fromthe acadeny. He asked few personal questions.
H's interest was in Earth, not in the life of one man who had cone fromthere.

Eventually it was Col onel Bl ack who brought the conversation about Earth to an end, with

apol ogies. "I would like to offer to return your hospitality, Mijor," Black said. "But you would
find it far less elegant. W have only replicated field rations, and no wine. If it becones
possi bl e, when circunstances are ... less troubled than they are currently, | will be nore than
happy to entertain you in the officers' ness aboard our transport. The cuisine still wll not
match this, but I would be happy to share it with you."

"I hope the day cones soon when | will be able to accept your invitation, Colonel," Esterling

said. "The current contretenps is nost distressing. We had such hi gh hopes when your government
offered to nediate the dispute between us and Aldrin West. W were devastated by
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their refusal to entertain discussions that could have averted the conflict."
Col onel Bl ack nodded solemmly. "It was not nerely a soldier's normal distaste for war that nade us

wor k toward peaceful mediation, Major. Any world that is divided against itself is at a tremendous
di sadvantage in dealings with other worlds. It can be easy pickings for any united world or
alliance that seeks to exploit their resources or popul ace."

"Unfortunately, Colonel, | amnot the one you need to convince of that. Nor is ny government. W
were all in favor of Dirigentan nediation. It was West that bl ocked that, as you must know. But,
even there, it is only the governnent that needs convincing. If their people were allowed the free
expression of their will, I amcertain that they, too, would have voted for peaceful resolution."
Lon was glad he was no | onger the focus of attention. He was certain his face would have shown a
startled | ook at what the major had said about the people of Aldrin West not being given any
choice in what their government did. Colonel Black and Major Esterling had both | eaned forward,
their eyes in constant contact. Even Captain Howard was foll owi ng the conversati on between them
wat ching their faces. Lon mght as easily have been invisible.

Is what he said just propaganda, or is it the truth? Lon wondered. Everything | saw about Al drin
said that both governnents were popularly elected denocracies. He tried to think back through the
megabytes of information he had read about the world. What was the source of the reports? How much
of it was directly seen by our people? How nuch did we take on the word of West's governnent?

Col onel Bl ack's face gave nothi ng away, but Lon could not conceive of the colonel mssing the
hints in what Esterling had said.

"\What ever the circunstances, eventually both governnents will have to put aside old conflicts and
unite if this world is to maintain its liberty," Black said. "You share the sane world and the
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sane heritage. Being at |ogger-
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heads over a snmall section of real estate is not practical."”

Lon found nothing else startling in the few m nutes of conversation that remained before they |eft
the of ficers' dining hall and went downstairs to where Zal Osier was waiting. Thanks were
repeated, and farewells; then the nercenaries started the wal k back toward battalion headquarters.
"How much faith can we place in what he said, sir?" Lon asked once the three of them were well
out si de Hope. "That about the people of Wst having no say in what their governnent does? That
isn't what the contract file said."

"I"'mnot sure, Nolan," Black said, his voice showing he was not paying full attention. He was

t hi nki ng hard about what Esterling had said, and trying to renenber the sanme details fromthe file
on Aldrin. "W'IlIl have to go over those files again, and check with Col onel Flowers and the nmen
we' ve had on this world for so long." He stopped wal ki ng and | ooked at Lon. "You were working in
the contracts office for a while, weren't you?"

"Yes, sir. Mondays over a couple of nonths. They gave ne the Aldrin file to study and nake
recomendati ons on before the contract was accepted, before we heard that East had nounted an
invasion. | studied that file very closely. | don't recall anything that suggested that Wst was
not fully denocratic."

Bl ack grunted as he started wal king again. "Very few worlds are, as you put it, 'fully
denocratic.' Diligent certainly isn't. There are always limts, once the population gets too |arge
for everyone to take an intelligent, personal interest in all the affairs of the world. W don't
require a governnent to be denocratic before we accept a contract, and we generally do not attenpt
to dictate local politics to our clients. That would be inpractical. But we do have certain

val ues. "

"I know it was the fact of the invasion that |let the Council conclude that we should intervene on
the side of West, sir, with all of the limtations inpressed on us about working to switch the
contract to nediation,"” Lon said.
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"When they asked nme to assess the file before that news, | concluded that the nmerits of the two
sides were equal, and was told that was the consensus, in the contracts office and in the Council
of Regi nents." Bl ack nodded, punctuation to Lon's comments. "Is it possible that we came in on the

wrong side, sir?" he asked.

"OfF course it's possible,"” Black said. "Anyone can nake a m stake, even the Council of Reginents.
But since our primary goal was to get the sides to agree to peacekeeping and nediation, it's

al rost a noot point here."

They went on a little before Col onel Black spoke again. "Zal, did you pick up anything useful in
their sergeants' ness?”

"l don't know how useful it mght be, Colonel,"” Osier said, "but | did gather that the noncons
weren't too thrilled about fighting us. They were in Hope to defend the civilians agai nst West,
and they sure had nothing good to say about the people who paid our way here. A patriotic lot, and
I think it was serious, not sonething they were putting on for ny benefit."

"We get back to the CP, | want you to spend a few minutes and tell ne everything you recall of the
di scussion. Nolan, | want you to stick with me as well. As soon as I'msure |I'mon top of
everything the two of you can contribute, I'lIl want you both present when | call Col onel Flowers.

Maybe we can give hi menough pieces of the puzzle to solve it."

Three days later, Colonel Medwin Flowers flew to Hope before dawn. Only Lieutenant Col onel Bl ack
knew i n advance that Flowers was comng. In the reginental canps to the north, between the two
colonies, the fact of his absence renained a closely guarded secret. The other battalion
commanders, and many of their conpany conmanders, were in on (he secret, but every effort was made
to pretend that Flowers was still in his headquarters. The few comuni cations fromthe government
of Aldrin West were either taken by the executive officer or seantessly patched through to Col one
FI ower s.

Lon was wakened by Al pha Conpany's |ead sergeant, JimZiegler. "Sorry to bother you, sir," Ziegler
said as soon as Lon showed signs of life, ' '"but they want you at battalion HQ fast as you can
get dressed and grab a bite of breakfast."

Lon sat up and stretched, his nmnd barely registering what the |l ead sergeant said. "Any idea
what's up?" Lon asked as soon as he was able to stop yawni ng.

"No, sir. | just know what Col onel Bl ack said."

That penetrated fully. "The col onel hinself called?"
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"Yes, sir. He said to get you up and tell you to take time for a quick breakfast first, but then
you were to get over to his CP just as quick as you can nake it."

"Ckay. Thanks for waking ne."

/ wonder who he wants to inpress with his tane Earth-nan today? Lon thought after Ziegler left. He
felt sluggish, but did not linger. A summons fromthe battalion comander did not offer that

| uxury. Lon dressed quickly.
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Sone i nprovenents had been nade to the canp in the nearly two weeks since it had been established.
There was now a nmess tent with replicators and a stove, and the food was several steps above that
in the neal packs they had been relying on

Lon left his pack harness but carried his rifle and battle helmet. Hi s web belt held pistol
canteen, and a pouch with four extra nagazi nes for the handgun. The uniform of the day renai ned
canmouf | aged battl edress.

Ziegler had already infornmed the ness cook that Lon was comng, and the cook brought a tray to one
of the front tables as soon as Lon cane through the doorway of the tent. "I'Il have your coffee in
two seconds, Lieutenant," the cook said.

Lon smiled his thanks and nodded. He scarcely had tine to sit and lift his fork before the cook
returned. "Anything nore you want, sir, just holler," the cook said.

"This should do fine. Thanks," Lon said. A few mnutes of being awake had given his curiosity time
to start nagging. This early in the day it seened unlikely that he was bei ng summoned to show hi m
off to nore locals. Beyond that, Lon had no i dea what Col onel Black m ght want, and the fastest
way to satisfy his curiosity was to get to HQ quickly.

He shovel ed the food in nethodically, chewi ng, and swallowing with the aid of |arge gul ps of
cof f ee.

Battal i on headquarters was half a mle fromAl pha's canp. It was not a particularly taxing wal k
The sun had finally peeked over the distant nountains. Lon wal ked with his helnet visor up, to
give hinself the advantage of the al nost cool breeze fromthe northeast. Sentries at the edge of
Al pha's canp and near battalion headquarters passed himthrough w thout coment.

At first Lon did not even note that there was an additional shuttle in the field past the trees
that hel d Col onel Bl ack's conmand post and the headquarters detachment. There was no reason for
the I ander to be questioned. Scarcely a day went by without at |least one flight in from
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the fleet or the rest of the regiment, carrying supplies or people.

There were lights on yet in the colonel's tent, and a sentry at the door. Again, Lon was passed

t hrough w t hout question. Lon was startled to see Colonel Flowers with die battalion commuander
They were sitting at a field desk, facing each other. A portable conplink was open on the desk

bet ween t hem

"Come in, Nolan," Black said. "W've been waiting on you."

"Yes, sir. | got here as quickly as | could."

"Nol an," Col onel Flowers said with a nod, "I hear you' ve been using that head of yours again."
Lon was uncertain what to nake of the colonel's coment, but he nodded. "I try to, sir."

"Sit down, Nolan," Flowers said, gesturing to the remaining chair at the desk. "It's partly
because of you that | decided to nake this trip. | want to see for nyself what's going on, neet

t hese people in Hope, and Col onel Bl ack suggested it m ght be easier to achieve what | want if |
tote you al ong."

“I''ll do whatever | can, of course, Colonel," Lon said, still puzzled over just what Flowers was
tal ki ng about.

"Don't | ook so befuddl ed, Nolan," Flowers said, chuckling. "I'lIl explain, as far as | can. | want
totalk with this Major Esterling. I1'd like to enlist himas an ally, to give us a pipeline to his
government, a nore direct |line of comunications than we've nmanaged so far."

Lon nodded. "I think he might be agreeable to that, Colonel. And he seens to think that his

government might be |ooking for a way out of the current situation here."

"That is what we're going to test. Just for your information, for the present, what | would |like
nmost of all would be a chance to fly to East's capital, Landfall, to talk directly with their
mlitary and civilian | eaders. Wthout, | hasten to add, having the governnment of Wst |earn about
t he conference."

" 'Just off the top of ny head, sir
sounds as if this whole

Lon said after thinking about it for a few seconds, "it
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thing could be touchy on both sides—+trusting that East's | eaders would be as anenabl e as Myj or
Esterling, and how West might react if they |earned about it. But if it does work, it could be
big."

"No doubt about it," Flowers said. "It could turn into a real fiasco. But only a handful of our
peopl e know I'm even here, and West isn't going to | earn anything about ny reasons fromus. They
m ght see that a shuttle makes the trip to Landfall, but that's no worse than a fifty-fifty
proposition, and we'll do what we can to obfuscate the situation. In any case, the only way
they' Il know who is aboard the shuttle will be if they have a spy placed high enough in East's
comand structure."

"Spy, sir?"

Fl owers | aughed at the startled tone of Lon's question. "That's what | said. | suspect—presune,
actual | y—that both sides have managed to plant agents in the other's ranks. That would explain
some of the data we received from West."

Lon couldn't find anything to say. The idea of spies seenmed too extrene to deal with inmedi ately.
He shook his head slowy.

"The cl oak-and-dagger stuff does still exist, Nolan," Flowers said. "I't may not be nuch |ike
anyt hi ng you may have seen in adventure vids, but there are spies. And conditions on Aldrin are as
prime as they could be for espionage.”

"Yes, sir, if you say so."

Fl owers | aughed again, but nore gently. "Maybe | shouldn't have nentioned it. The odds agai nst any
harm comi ng fromthe possibility are renote. Let's just deal with this one step at a tine and see
how far we get."

"'l had just talked with Major Esterling before you arrived," Colonel Black told Lon. "I said
had someone el se | thought he should neet, and that | would bring you along as well. He was
agreeabl e, but curious when | declined to name the new person. He m ght suspect but did not say
anyt hing, ah, untoward. He will be expecting us."
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"Yes, sir," Lon said, since Black seened to expect sone coment from him

"This time, at least, we won't have to wal k," Black continued. "The col onel had a conmand car

shi pped down fromthe fleet. Lead Sergeant Gsier will drive."

Col onel Flowers was in no nood to waste tinme. The three officers drank a quick cup of coffee, then
went out to the command car, a ground-effect vehicle whose outer surfaces were painted in a
canoufl age pattern. The floater had been parked under a tree, and an additional canouflage net had
been spread over it. Two privates frombattalion headquarters pulled the net off. Sergeant GCsier
started the engine while his passengers were arranging thenselves in the vehicle. The two col onels
sat in back. Lon sat up front with Gsier.

The trip into Hope was considerably faster by floater than on foot. Al though the cabin of the
command car was well insul ated against the noise of the fans and engine, the ride was nmade in
silence. It was only when they nearcd Major Esterling's headquarters that Col onel Bl ack spoke.

"You'll stay with the vehicle, Sergeant," Black said. "Any of the noncons you net the other day
cone by, feel free to get out and chat with them but don't go wandering off. We'll want to know
just where you are."

"Yes, sir, | understand."

"We' || be | eaving our weapons with you, so that should be excuse enough for staying put if anyone

questions it, and they shouldn't," Black conti nued.

“I'"1'l handl e whatever comes up, sir," Csier said.

Captain Howard cane out to greet them If he was surprised by the insignia on Col onel Flowers'
shoul der, he did not showit. There was no suspense. Black introduced the regi nental conmander to
the captain at once.

"Good to have you with us, sir," Howard said. "I'mcertain that Major Esterling will be delighted
as well. He's in his office, sir. This way."

Lon tagged along at the rear of the group. Esterling' s
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of fice was on the ground floor of the building next to the nmess hall. The office was spartan but

adequat e, but showed no indication of being tenporary or new. There were several chairs
uphol stered in what | ooked |ike |eather
Maj or Esterling stood to greet his guests and did show nodest surprise—+eal or feignhed—at the
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identity of the nystery man. "I amextrenmely happy to neet you, Colonel," Esterling said as the
two men shook hands.

"And | am equally happy to neet you, Major," Flowers said, with just a hint of an upturn at the
conmers of his nouth. As soon as everyone was seated and Esterling indicated that he had sent for
coffee, Flowers got right to the point.

"I've come here looking for your help, Major. 1'd like to find a peaceful solution to the

di fferences between the two colonies on this world, and fromwhat Col onel Bl ack and Lieutenant

Nol an have told ne, that is your desire as well."

"Conpletely, Colonel," Esterling said. "There never should have been any fighting. I'mnot certain
how | can hel p you, but whatever | can honorably do, | will, you may be assured of that."

"I's a peaceful solution also the desire of your governnent?" Flowers asked.

"Yes, sir. At least, to the best of ny know edge, and | have no reason to suspect that it is not
so."

Lon, sitting to the side, was able to observe the others as they tal ked. No one was payi ng hi m any
attention. Neither commander gave away anything by expression or tone. The tal k had turned

busi nesslike right at the start. The tones were crisp but diplonmatic, appropriate between mlitary
nmen.

"If it can be arranged, Mjor," Flowers said, "I would Iike to travel to Landfall to talk with the
| eaders of your governnment directly, face to face, wi thout know edge of those tal ks reaching
Aldrin West, ah, prematurely."

For the first tinme, Lon saw a definite reaction. Major Esterling blinked tw ce, working hard, but
in vain, to keep
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surprise fromshowi ng on his face. There was also a significant pause before the major replied.
"That is a bold proposal, Colonel," he said. To Lon it seemed that the major was speaking slowy

to give hinmself nore tine to think
"A bold stroke is often the only way out of an inpasse, Major, don't you agree?" Flowers asked.

Esterling nodded slowy, several tinmes. "It mght be possible, but I would have to relay your
request through ny headquarters to be taken to the civilian governnent at the highest |evel."
"Of course," Flowers said, nodding. "I amhoping it could all be arranged very quickly, and with

maxi mum secrecy. "

"I can call the chief of staff directly and explain the situation to him" Esterling said. "A
little nore informati on would hel p. For exanple, just how |l arge a del egation do you envi sion
sending to Landfall?"

"The three of us here; one other officer, Colonel Black's acting adjutant; the crew of ny shuttle,
that's three nmen; and perhaps six additional enlisted personnel to provide clerical and logistic
support during the negotiations. If that would be acceptable to your government." Flowers made a
gesture with the open palnms of both hands. "We can nake adjustnents if necessary.”

"It sounds reasonable, Colonel. Certainly, / see no reason why it mght be unacceptable in
Landfall." He paused, glanced at a blinking Iight on his desk, and touched a key. "Qur coffee has
arrived, gentlenen," he announced as an enlisted man wheeled in a cart with cups, a coffeepot, and
condi ments. The coffee was poured and distributed. As soon as the orderly left, Mijor Esterling
said, "If you will excuse nme, Colonel, I'll make that call now Please, nake yourselves at hone.
My conmmuni cations center is just upstairs. I'Il return as quickly as | can."

tlpe three Dirigenters were left alone in Major Esterling's Lon did not need the mnute shake of
Col onel ' head to know not to say anything that m ght
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relate in any way to what had happened. There was too great a chance that the office was wired for
sound—and perhaps for video as well.

"They do thenselves well here, sir," Lon said after tasting the coffee. "This coffee is good." He
t hought his voice did not give away anything of his nervousness, |et alone his feelings about the
prospect of acconpanying his commanders to the capital of Al drin East for clandestine
negotiations. It was too soon for the fatter to have really sunk in.

"It is good," Rowers agreed, though he had done little nore than touch the cup to his lips. He
closed his eyes briefly, wondering how far his ganmble would take him As a nmenber of the Counci

of Reginents, he was well within his authority to take such a risk, but if his plan backfired, he
al so woul d have to take responsibility for whatever ills it brought. But this was what he had cone
south for, to do sonething, anything, he could to find an acceptable resolution to the probl em of
Aldrin. Perhaps we were too quick to take a contract from Wst, he thought. Gving in to the
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pressures of finding work. If we had waited another nonth, given East's troops time to get closer
to the popul ation centers west of the nountains, perhaps West woul d have accepted nedi ation. He
did not sigh, even nentally, at the m ssed opportunity. The choi ces had been nade. It was up to
himto find an acceptabl e conclusion. One thing he did not worry about, even in passing, was the
possibility that he—and the nmen he took with himto Landfall—ight be held as hostages. Aldrin
East could not be that foolish.

Lon worked hard at presenting a mask of untroubled serenity, as his superiors were doing. He kept

his body as still as possible, save for drinking his coffee and refilling cups. As junior officer,
he fell naturally into the role of server. Lon did not |ook around the office nmuch. Don't show any
curiosity at all, he told hinself. If anyone is watching, they have to see that we're all totally

unconcer ned about what happens.

He avoi ded | ooking at the time. That woul d have re-

ur nuN
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quired picking up his helnmet to look at the display at the top of its faceplate. There was no
clock visible in Major Esterling' s office. Lon could not avoid thinking about the el apsed tineg,

t hough. After he had poured coffee twice, he estinmated that Esterling had been gone for a half
hour or nore. But it was not |long after that when the major returned.

"My apol ogies, gentlenen," Esterling said. "It took rather longer than | expected." He sat, and

| eaned forward, his forearms on the edge of his desk. "I don't have a reply yet, but your nessage
is being taken to the prime nminister's office even now. " He | eaned back, spreading his arms. "I
can't say how long a decision will take. Politicians. My guess—and | nust stress that it is only a
guess—+s that | will have sonme reply fromLandfall sonetime today. You are welconme to renmin here
and enjoy our hospitality, such as it is, or, if you prefer to return to your canp, | wll nake
certain that the news gets to you as soon as | hear anything."

"I"'mtenpted to take you up on your offer of hospitality, Major," Colonel Flowers said. "Colone
Bl ack was very el oquent about the quality of .that. But | suppose we should return to our camp to
| essen any chance that ny presence here will be detected prematurely.”

"OfF course, Colonel," Esterling said. "I understand fully."

"And when you do have word for us, Major, | would rather that it not be sent by nmeans that nmight
be intercepted. W don't have totally secure radi o channel s between us."

Esterling nodded. ' "If it is acceptable to you, | will deliver the response to your canp in
person.”

"Thank you, Major. That would be the safest possible way," Flowers said

"So now we just bite our fingernails and wait?" Lon asked once the staff car was well on its way
back.

"I't would be nore seenly without the nail-biting," Flowers said, smling, "but that's about all we
can do
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now. The ball, as they say, is nowin East's court."

"I't probably won't be a very long wait," Black said. "W only made an offer to go east to talk to
them If there is truly any desire for peace in Landfall, they shouldn't need nuch jaw ng to nmake
the prelimnary decision to talk or not."

' 'The nore concerned they are about word of the neeting | eaking west, the faster they're likely

to act,” Flowers said. "I wouldn't be at all surprised to have Major Black conme out very early
this afternoon.”

"I''"l'l make certain that the sentries know to pass himthrough and warn us of his arrival," Black
sai d.

"Yes, we don't want any enbarrassing difficulties over that," Flowers agreed. "You night as well
pass the word now. "

Bl ack put on his helnet to use its radio. Wien he had finished, he took the helnmet off. "Wl

know t he second a vehicle puts out from Hope. As soon as a sentry confirns that Major Esterling is
comng, we'll have that relayed to the CP."

"W shoul d have soneone go to the perinmeter to escort the major in," Colonel Flowers said. "Nolan?
How about you?"

"Yes, sir, of course," Lon said quickly.

"Take this car," Flowers said. "And a driver. Ofer toride in with Major Esterling in his

vehi cl e—assuni ng he cones by car. Gve himthe choice, his car or this one."

"Yes, sir."

Fl owers turned toward Black. "Hiram |'mgoing to proceed on the assunption that we're going to be
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going to Landfall, perhaps as soon as this evening. So let's get our team assenbled. Captain Olis
is still your acting adjutant?"
Bl ack nodded. "I expect to make the assignnent pernanent when we get back to Dirigent. He's due

for pronotion, and once the cadet earns his pips, he can take over Alpha's first two platoons and
free Lieutenant Hoper for command of the conmpany."”

Lon kept his eyes forward. The runmor nills had al ready
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postul ated those changes, but this was the first official confirmation he had heard. Fromthe day
that Esau O Fallon had reported, it had seened likely. Seniority was far from being the only-—er
even the nost inportant—aqualification for pronotion, but Carl Hoper was the senior |ieutenant in
the battalion. He was due for pronotion to captain, and Matt Orlis was due for pronotion to ngjor,
and a staff assignnent. Those actions did not have to wait until there was a lieutenant to take
over first and second platoons, but it would be ... tidier if OFallon was ready to get his

comi ssion. Carl's due, Lon thought. Past due. He's had his comrission for ten years and he's
earned his way on a | ot of conbat contracts.

He felt only a trace of envy. Al nost unnoticed, one thought did slide through his mnd. / hope it
doesn 't take me ten years to nmake captain.

LOB hardly had a minute to hinmself. Black called to have Captain Olis nmeet themat battalion
headquarters. The four officers ate lunch while Col onel Flowers explained what had happened t hat
nmor ni ng and what he hoped would follow Olis showed no surprise at seeing the regi menta
commander. After the neal, Olis and the colonels retreated into Black's CP, but Lon was told to
stay close. A call might come at any minute that Major Esterling was on his way, and Lon would
have to hurry then to nmeet the major at the perineter.

"I't's the nobst unusual situation |I've run into in nearly twenty-five years in the Corps,

Li eutenant," Lead Sergeant Osier said after sending his clerk to get coffee. "But maybe it's
cockeyed enough to work."

"1 hope so. But things could get sticky."

"Yes, sir, they could," Zal Osier agreed. "W could end up in the mddle fighting either colony,
or both. And fromwhat we've seen so far, it wouldn't be a wal kover for us."

A few mnutes later, Lon left the tent to pace outside. |'mjust waiting, not showi ng nerves, he
reasoned. He had been told to stay close. Even if a few enlisted nen saw hi m paci ng, there woul d
be no reason for themto think that his nerves were bad because of inpending conbat. It was hot,
even in the shade, and there was scarcely a breath of air to tenper the hundred-pl us-degree heat.
In a perverse way, the heat was wel cone. It gave Lon sonething to think about besides the
situation on Aldrin and waiting for a response fromthe "enemny" capital
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He tried to reason through the possibilities. If both sides were |logical, there was no probl em
Accepting nediation and finding a peaceful political resolution was the only answer. But Lon was
not naive enough to expect logic to rule—at |east not quickly. Had logic ruled, there would have
been no fighting, no need for West to hire nercenaries. Lon's first guess was that East would
accept Col onel Flowers' offer and that a trip to Landfall was in the offing. After that, East

m ght accept the offer of mediation and the Corps' guarantee of safety until a binding peace could
be negotiated. They had agreed to that before. But would Wst accept? They had been the ones to
refuse nediation in the first place, preferring to fight.

West didn 't want to face East alone in a war, Lon rem nded hinself. They would have to stop to
think if the alternative to accepting nediation was to face East and the DMC
But, again, that was only |ogic talking.

It was after two o' cl ock when Gsier cane out of the tent. "It's tine, Lieutenant,
"There's a car coning from Hope. The col onel says we should | eave right now "

Lon nodded. "You're driving?"

"Yes, sir. And the colonel said no weapons in the car."

"W won't need them" Lon said. His rifle and pistol were in Gsier's half of the headquarters
tent. Gsier was not armed either. "Let's not keep Major Esterling waiting."

Lon rode in the rear seat. Standard nilitary protocol. If Mijor Esterling rode back in this
vehi cl e, he would be given the right side of the rear seat. In his own vehicle, the arrangenents
woul d no doubt be the sane. The senior officer always had the right seat in the rear. That was a
tradition that went back to Earth.

They reached the checkpoint on the perineter I ess than a minute before the car from Hope. Lon got

he call ed.
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out and waited for the other vehicle to pull to a stop. Major Esterling was in the rear. Hi s | ead
sergeant was driving.

"Good afternoon. Major," Lon said, saluting when Es-
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terling opened the rear door of his car. "Colonel Flowers asked ne to neet you and acconpany you
in. W can both go in your car, if you prefer, or ny driver can take us."

"Thank you, Lieutenant. 1'll be glad to have you ride with ne," Esterling said. Lon nodded and
went around to the other side of the major's floater and got in. He gave the driver directions to
the battalion command post. Gsier waited until they had gone a hundred yards before he foll owed.
"I don't think I'lIl ever truly get used to the heat here," Esterling said. ' 'The area where | was
rai sed al nost never had tenperatures reach a hundred, and plenty of snowin the winter."

"Yes, sir. Snowis fine, as long as you don't have to sleep in it. Wiere | was raised on Earth we
got some snow each winter. Not as nuch as sonme places, but enough to let us know there were
different seasons in the year."

"In Hope, there are two seasons," Esterling said. "Wt and dry. The dry season is a little hotter
but the humdity in the wet nore than nakes up for it. But the land is unbelievably fertile. W
get two crops a year fromnost of the cultivated ground, different crops, adjusted to suit the
season. "

"You sound as though you know about farm ng, Mijor."

"I'n an amateur sort of way," Esterling said. "My fanmily never farnmed, but we lived in a farmng
area, and | used to visit and ask a |l ot of questions when | was a boy. There was a tine when
wanted to be a farnmer nore than anything else, long before | decided on the arny." He paused.
"Most times | don't question that | made the right decision."”

Sounds like this isn 't one of them Lon thought. And that sounds |ike nmaybe you' ve got news

Col onel Flowers isn't going to like. It made the rest of the short ride nore nervous for Lon. His
stomach started to knot up
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Col onel Rowers asked Lon to sit in on the neeting. Captain Orlis was introduced as acting adjutant
of 2nd Battalion. Lon waited for Esterling to spring his—presunably bad—news, nearly biting his
tongue at the delay for anenities.

"I have heard fromthe office of our commander in chief,” Esterling started when all of them were
seated. "He has had instructions fromthe prine mnister. Qur government is not sangui ne about the
chances that West will accept any peaceful resolution to our difficulties, but the prine mnister
is anxious to explore any possibility."

Better than | thought! ran through Lon's head.

"In that spirit, he is delighted—that is the word | was instructed to use—to accept your offer to
lead a mssion to Landfall for talks. | amto invite you to nake the journey, with the personne
you indi cated, as soon as possible. The prinme m nister suggests that, since you desire secrecy,
you depart after dark. Accommopdations will be provided, and you will be given whatever tine you
need to rest after you arrive."

"W accept," Flowers said quickly. "I am nost heartened by the decision of your government, Mjor,
and | promise to do everything | can to bring about a peaceful and equitable solution to the
difficulties between your two governnents.”

"Subj ect to your agreenent, ny governnent requests that | acconpany you, as liaison and guide,"”
Esterling said.

"I'"ll be happy to have you with us, Major. | would have asked you to conme along in any case."
Esterling remai ned at Bl ack's headquarters. Esterling's car returned to Hope with a corporal from
the headquarters staff to acconpany the driver. Two people had to be in the car, in case the

West er del egati on observed. The ot her nmenbers of the teamthat would go east were brought in and
briefed. Esterling was provided with a tent so he could rest. Dinner was served in battalion
headquarters for himand the officers who were going to Landfall
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Three crates were taken to the shuttle. The nen carrying themwere told to give a show of effort
as if the boxes were heavy. In fact, they were enpty, and were di sassenbl ed as soon as they were
in the shuttle. It was all neant to hel p avoid any suspicions anpong the people fromAl -drin Wst.
The flight had to | ook routine, no different fromthe dozen other arrivals and departures that had
taken pl ace since the surrender of Hope.

Just before sunset, the shuttle's crew started their pre-flight checks. As soon as it was fully
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dark, their passengers were taken to the shuttle and boarded.

"We're going to make a burn for orbit on a trajectory to rendezvous with our fleet," Col onel Bl ack
infornmed Esterling. "But we won't rendezvous with any of the ships. As soon as we're lost in the
clutter of radar returns, we'll go to full nasking and nake another burn, com ng down near the
south pole and flying north on East's side of the main continent. That should all conbine to
ensure that West doesn't know what's going on."

Maj or Esterling grinned. ' 'Most devious, Colonel. | applaud you. I amout of ny el ement here, but
| accept your assurance that West will not spot the flight."
"Ch, they'll spot it—ntil we reach the fleet, that is. They' |l see us approach our ships and have

to assunme that we dock. After that, we should be effectively invisible."

Lon settled back for the flight, having a good idea of the steps that would be taken to mninze
the risk of detection. It would require a precise reentry burn, allowing the shuttle to coast
until they were on the far side of the world and in the atnosphere. In space, the only thing about
a shuttle that mght be detected by ground or satellite instrunents woul d be a rocket burn. There
was nho sure way to cloak that.

The DMC attack shuttle seened deserted with so few people aboard. Major Esterling was flanked by
the colonels. Captain Olis was not too far fromthem Lon and the enlisted personnel were farther
away. On bal ance, Lon decided that he preferred it that way, even though he kept wondering if he
was mi ssing anything of inportance. At
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least | don't have to be overly careful of what | do or say, he thought. And he coul d pay
attention to the nearest video nonitor, which gave hima succession of views of Al drin.

Pl ayi ng sightseer occupied Lon's nmind nicely during the flight. He did not have the
responsibilities of two platoons of nmen or the tension of approaching conbat to keep himfrom

enj oyi ng the scenery, such as it was. He had made enough shuttle flights that there was no novelty
left in the mechanics. Coming back in toward the world fromthe pseudorendezvous with the fleet,
Lon found hinself inpressed by the vast expanse of Aldrin's ocean. He had seen Earth's Pacific
Ccean from space, but conpared to this world-spanning sea, the Pacific was a pond. Over thousands
of mles there was not so nuch as one island | arge enough to be seen fromthe shuttle w thout
magni fication. And even though tenperatures in the southern polar region were conparable to those
of Earth's Antarctica, there was no extensive ice cap. Strong ocean and air currents prevented any
| arge-scal e accunul ation of ice and snow. There were sheets of floating ice, sonetinmes many miles
in extent, but they seened to be tenporary things, rafts that would quickly be torn apart by the
forces of unchecked nature.

/ wonder if they have whal es, or anything conparable, Lon thought after the shuttle had dropped
well down into the atnosphere. They were traveling al nbst due north, at less than forty thousand
feet. Wth all this water, there could be unbelievably |arge creatures. Wales. Mnsters. Lon
smled, alone with his thoughts. Fire-breathing dragons and mile-long sea serpents and who knows
what all. A child s nightrmares, a romantic's yearnings. Wiy is reality always so ho-hun?

Too many adventure vids, Lon decided after the shuttle passed into the nmassive cloud bank of an
organi zed | ow pressure systemin the tropics. Maybe f should be witing theminstead of trying to
be a soldier. It was a rare bit of whinsy, and he al nost chuckl ed aloud at the image of Lon Nol an,
fantasy auteur.
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For a tine the images on the video nonitors were all infrared. Even though it was night over the
ocean, there had been sone illumination fromthe stars. But visibility was nil in the storm

system There was a certain anount of turbul ence, but the pilots did not take the easy path of
clinmbing above the storm-a category three hurricane, the pilot informed his passengers. It gave
them an additional measure of conceal nent.

Lon et his thoughts drift to nore confortable territory. Sara, will | have things to tell you
when | get hone. He closed his eyes and | eaned back. Sara. Lon Nol an, young nmarried man. That was
al nrost as fantastic a notion as the other, but nore satisfying despite the brief sensation of
nerves in his stomach. The idea still needed getting used to. Maybe it's a good thing this
contract came up, Lon told hinself. It gives us both nmore time to think. W were rushing hell-bent
for | eather before, letting enption dictate everything. H's stomach gave hi m anot her nervous j ab,
sharper. God, | hope she doesn 't change her mind. That possibility was scary, worse than going
into conbat. At |east now, when there was no i mmedi ate prospect of battle.

/ don't think of her all the tine now, the way 1 did before we left Dirigent, or on the first part
of the trip. Maybe some of the glowis wearing off. Lon could still picture Sara in his mnd, but
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her inmage was not quite as crisp and clearly defined as it had been before. | still |ove her.
still want to marry her, he assured hinmself, and he felt relieved when no dissenting opinion arose
within his head.

"We're about twenty minutes fromLandfall," the pilot announced shortly after the shuttle energed
fromthe storm They were now at twenty thousand feet. "I'll start braki ng nmaneuvers in two

nm nutes. "

W 7/ need to be subsonic before we get near the coast and the settled areas of East, Lon thought.
The braki ng maneuvers were noticeable. Lon felt hinself being pressed forward against his

restrai ning harness. He had to hold his head back, stiffen neck muscles. The engi ne
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noi ses increased dramatically as thrust was reversed, nonentarily, several tines, bringing the
shuttle's speed down in steps without losing a ot of altitude.

When there were only five nminutes left, the braking maneuvers becane even stronger as the pil ot
forced the craft's airspeed below five hundred mles per hour. The shuttle went into a |long glide,
losing altitude steadily, and going through a series of turns to line it up with the runway at
Landfall's spaceport. Finally the pilot cut all thrust fromthe engi nes. They woul d be switched
back on only when the shuttle was on the ground, braking to a stop

Lon did not notice that he had gripped the arnrests of his seat so tightly that his knuckles were
white. This was the part of flying he enjoyed the |east, the |andings, even when it was not a
"hot" conbat | anding. The shuttle's skids touched the plascrete runway, sending al nost steady

vi brations through the body of the shuttle, and a high-pitched whine. The jets came back on
reverse thrust, straining to stop the |ander as quickly as possible. The |anding was not as ..
violent as it would have been going into conbat, but it was enough to nmake Lon nervous. He | ooked
toward Major Esterling and noted that he al so | ooked anxi ous about the maneuver, even though

Col onel Flowers was talking to him apparently attenpting to reassure him

The shuttle cane to a halt. They were on the ground in the enemy capital

The shuttle was towed into a hangar before its passengers di senbarked. The government of Al drin
East was doing everything it could to assure the secrecy that Colonel Flowers had requested.

I nsi de the hangar there was an honor guard waiting, four soldiers in dress uniforns, carrying
flags or chromed antique rifles—ernanental rather than practical

When the shuttl e doors opened, the honor guard cane to attention. A group of civilians al so was
present. At the center of this group was a man identified as the mnister of defense, Desnond
Lanch. There were several other dignitaries with him

"The prinme mnister will greet you at his office, Colonel," Lanch told Flowers. "W have cars
waiting to take you and your people there." Except for the shuttle's crew

The cars were |inousines, their dark blue exteriors polished as brightly as any mlitary dress-
uni form brass, their wi ndows darkly tinted to give total privacy. The chauffeurs wore fancy
uniforms—learly not mlitary. The vehicles had been parked inside the hangar, waiting. Five were
needed to transport the dignitaries and the new arrivals.

The car bearing the mnister of defense, the two colonels, and Major Esterling |led the procession
Lon was in the second vehicle with Captain Orlis and two of the | esser officials who had been
present to nmeet them

"It will take about fifteen minutes to get to Government House," one of the civilians told Lon and
Olis. "There is scarcely any traffic at this tine of day."
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Lon nodded politely, while Captain Orlis nade snall talk with the civilians. Lon was nore
interested in | ooking out the side window He knew fromhis study of the file on Aldrin that
Landfall had nmore than two nmillion inhabitants—ene of the three or four largest cities anywhere
off Earth. It had been built to showcase the governnent buildings at its center. Around that hub
mar ked by a circular avenue fifty yards wide, six nmain thoroughfares radi ated out through
comrercial and residential districts. Broad greenbelts gave Landfall alnpbst the feel of a
collection of snmall towns, separate fromtheir neighbors.

Traveling the nearly deserted streets an hour before dawn, Lon saw how the residents kept their
city clean. There appeared to be a considerable fleet of small street-cleaning automatons
collecting refuse along the way, adroitly maneuvering around obstructions too large for their
col I ector vacuuns.

"We're comi ng up on Governnent Center now," one of the civilians announced about ei ght ninutes
after the notorcade had left the airport. "There in front of us."
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Lon dutifully | ooked out the front, and he was inpressed. Al though he had read about mis, and seen
phot ographs, the reality was startling. The governnment district was a mile in dianmeter, and the
architects had subscri bed whol eheartedly to the nmonunental style of public buildings. A low stone
wall, three feet high, was the only visible "security" around the district. There were no serious
barri cades, no visible guardians patrolling the perineter. A series of winding drives worked their
way through the district, offering carefully staged views of the buildings and the | andscapi ng
that separated them

Al nost makes Corps Headquarters | ook like a lean-to, Lon thought. This would stand up to
conparison with any of the old national capitals on Earth.

* '"Landfall was a planned city,'' one of the civilians said with obvious pride. "Qur origina
settlement was a dozen nmiles north of here. We built the new capital on the site of the first

| andi ngs. O course, it was not built all at once. Wat you see represents the fulfilling of the
original bl ue-
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print over nore than two hundred years, as finances and other needs permtted. Just across Col ony
Boul evard from Governnment Center we have our opera house, national theater, and three nuseuns, one
dedi cated to works of art that were brought fromEarth."

"A remar kabl e achi evenent," Captain Olis said. "A wrk of art as much as anything el se.”

Both civilians seemed to beam at that.

The notorcade sl owed down severely when it entered the governnmental district. It was not, Lon
thought, solely because the streets were narrow and wi nding. Their hosts wanted to make sure that
the visitors had time to be suitably inpressed.

Gover nment House stood in the exact center of the district. It was three stories high, built of
some lustrous white stone that glinted as the headlights of the |inousines caught it. The

caval cade cane to a halt on a circular drive at the front of the building, below a flight of
stairs that was twenty yards across and rose thirty feet to the cerenonial entrance.

But the Dirigenters were not taken up those stairs. The secrecy again, Lon thought as they were

|l ed around to the left side of the stairway. Double doors opened into an anteroom bel ow t he stone
stairs. There the prime mnister of Aldrin East, Ednmund McGath, waited to greet his visitors

The formalities were brief, introductions and McGrath's statenent that he hoped their discussions
would be fruitful. "I know you nust be tired, Colonel," he said then. "And while | am eager to
start our talks, | would not inmpose so heavily on you. CGuest quarters have been arranged for you
and your people, and you will have whatever tinme you need to rest and refresh yourselves. If you
and your officers would do me the honor of sharing breakfast first...?"

There was, of course, no chance that Colonel Flowers would decline that invitation
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By the time Lon reached the guest roomthat had been assigned to him he was so bleary that he was
alnost ready to fall asleep on his feet. He had not slept in twenty-four hours. |'ve got six hours

now. Let's not waste any of it, he told hinself, heading directly for the I arge and confortabl e-

| ooki ng bed. Five and a half to sleep, thirty mnutes to get presentable afterward. Breakfast had
been, thankfully, brief. Prime Mnister McGrath had contented hinself with a ninimumof talk. Lon
accepted that the food had been excellent, though he had been in no condition to appreciate the
niceties. Stifling yawns had been his prinmary focus; shoveling food in as quickly as he could

wi t hout appearing to have the table nmanners of a hog came second. And his nmind had been unable to
cope with three denands on it.

Lon stripped to his underwear after checking to nake sure that the duffel bag with his two changes
of clothing had actually been delivered to the room Everything had been unpacked and put in
drawers or hung in the closet. Better than they deserve, Lon thought, staring at the bat-tl edress
uni forms hung in perfect order. Battl edress was disposable, recycled rather than cleaned ... when
possi bl e. Not knowi ng how long the visit to Landfall mght be, Lon folded the uniform he took off.
He might need to wear it again before they returned to fresh stocks. He set the fol ded uniformon
a chair next to the dresser. Perhaps sonmeone would collect it and clean it while he slept.

The bed was so soft that it seened to swallow Lon. He felt an instant of subconscious panic as he
sank into the mattress, but he was asl eep before he could even fully recogni ze the sensation
Exhausti on brought the void, sleep so profound that no dream had a chance.

Lon's tine sense did not fail him He woke al nost precisely at the tinme he had set for hinmself. He
was still tired, but bearably so. He allowed hinself a fewmnutes to lie in bed, warm and
confortable. But duty would not et himremain abed too long. / need tinme to shower and shave, he
rem nded hinself, wasting a few nore seconds

file:///C|/2590%20Sci-Fi%20and%20Fantasy%?20...s/Rick%20Shelley%20-%2003%20-%20Captain.txt (70 of 105) [12/29/2004 1:07:43 AM]



file:///C|/2590%20Sci - Fi %20and%20Fantasy %20E-books/Ri ck%20Shel | ey %20-%2003%20-%20Captai n.txt

CAPTAI N

115

with that. Eventually, and still with tinme enough so he would not have to rush, he stretched and
sat up, yawning to help clear the sleep fromhis brain.

Standi ng next to the bed, he did a few very quick and sl oppy exercises, still cranking hinself up

toward full alertness. He stopped when he noticed that the dirty uniformhad been renmoved. He had
not heard anyone conme into the room / guess | was really dead, he thought. Normally, even the

sl i ghtest noi se was enough to wake him Especially on contract, when noise might mean that danger
was too close to avoid.

The bat hroom attached to his bedroomwas |arger than his conbined office and bedroomin the
barracks on Di-rigent. It was fully furnished with everything he m ght possibly want, including a
fewitens that he wasn't certain how they were neant to be used. There was a variety of scents,
col ognes and perfunmes. After his shower, Lon sniffed at each and finally chose the |east
intrusive, and even then dabbed it on very sparingly. Wuldn 't be proper to snell like I'd just
come fromone of the private roonms at the Dragon Lady, he thought with a smle. He shook his head.
/ guess ny visits there are over anyway.

That led to thoughts of Sara, and Lon was whistling under his breath by the tine he finished
dressing. He was ready to face the world when a soft knock sounded on the door

"Cone in," Lon called, his voice al nost cheerful

A servant dressed in what woul d have passed for formal wear on Dirigent came in. "Excuse ne, sir.
| was sent to tell you dial your commander and the others are gathering."

"Thank you," Lon said. "I'mready."”

"Very good, sir. | shall show you the way." The servant bowed Lon out of the room ahead of him
then closed fee door behind them and started down the corridor—Wich was fifteen feet w de. They
entered a lift tube, went down one floor, then wal ked back in the direction from Wich they had
come. Ofice space had been found for Ifc& Dirigenters. Everyone but Col onel Black and Captain
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Olis had arrived. Several of the enlisted nen were seated at conplinks, working at sonething or
ot her.

"You | ook rested, Nolan," Colonel Flowers said while the servant who had | ed Lon to the room bowed
his way back out.

"Alittle sleep does wonders, Colonel. | could get used to this soft life."
"Don't get used to it too quickly. Wth any luck at all, we won't be here long. To get this thing
settled, we'll have to go back west, and convince the other side to go along wth whatever

arrangenents we can come up with here."
/ doubt West will give us this level of VIP treatnent, Lon thought.

"We'll be nmeeting with the prime mnister and several other menbers of the governnent in twenty
m nutes," Flowers said. "I'll listen to Prine Mnister MG ath's position statenent, then probably
offer a few ideas of nmy own. Then we'll see where we go fromthere. | may have work for you | ater

but for now, | just want you to pay attention. If you have any insights, give themto ne
afterward.”

"Yes, sir. Listen hard and keep ny nouth shut."

Flowers grinned. "We'll all be doing a fair share of that, lad. The idea is to find out just where
East stands."

Prime Mnister Edmund McGrath and his defense minister, Desnond Lanch, each had a deputy with

hi mapstly to serve as surrogate nmenories, Lon guessed. Major Esterling sat at the end of the
tabl e, synbolically a middl enan between his governnent and the nercenaries. There were two ot her
Eastnen present, but sitting back fromthe table in the cabinet's neeting room For the Corps, the
four officers sat at the table. The two colonels were in the center, with Lon at Col onel Flowers'
left and Captain Olis at Colonel Black's right. Lead Sergeant Gsier hovered behind them ready to
go back and forth fromthe cabinet roomto the office below if necessary, and one clerk was
present with a conplink ready for anything he mght be called on to do.
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Prime Mnister McGrath's opening statenent was everything that Lon expected. MG ath spoke of
deploring the fighting, and pointing out that Al drin East had been ready, eager, to accept the
Corps' offer of nediation and peacekeeping in nmonths past. He pointed out that his governnent had
not ordered die steps |leading toward their abortive invasion of Wst until after West had refused
that offer. "It was the counsel of desperation that ruled. Since West declined any peacefu
settlenent, we felt that we were left with no viable alternative." He spoke briefly of the
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popul ati on pressures that both col onies were feeling, but went to sone pains to stress that West
had never indicated any plans to use the disputed territory in the south and that East had stepped
into a vacuum ' 'That territory had never been occupied or even—so far as we can

determ ne—visited by anyone fromA A drin Wst. They had no valid claimto it."

For Lon, there was nothing at all new in what Colonel Flowers said in response. The Dirigent
Mercenary Corps preferred to see a peaceful solution to the dispute between the two governnments on
Aldrin and offered itself as nmediator and guarantor of the peace during the interim A world that
was not unified was at a distinct di sadvantage, subject to pressures and dangers that could be
alleviated, if not elimnated, by unification. The Corps was willing to put pressure on Aldrin
West to accept a just settlenent of the current disputes, if suitable agreenent with East was
found. And so forth.

McG at h spoke again then of the popul ation pressures. "If there were peace between the two
governnents, and perhaps—hopeful |l y—tal ks directed toward pl anetary governnment, nmen there would be
no reason why both sides could not avail thenselves of the land in the south. And both sides would
be able to nore effectively utilize ttfc land on either side of the continental divide mat sep-
us—+f we were free of the threat of mlitary inter-by Wst, for exanple. Al drin could conceivably
a population three tines as great as it does today,
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wi t hout any serious decline in the quality of life, if we could all use all of the avail able and
acceptabl e |l ands."

Lon received his only surprise of the day when Col onel Flowers spoke again. "W know that a world
can support many tines the population that sone think possible. Lieutenant Nolan here was born and

rai sed on Earth, which has nanaged to support as nany as six billion people. True, Earth has
several tinmes the available land that Al -drin does, but by anal ogy one must suspect that Al drin
coul d support a population of a billion without running into the debilitating stresses that Earth

has encountered over the past several centuries. Lon, perhaps you could explain sone of the ways
that Earth has successfully dealt with the intense popul ation pressures she has felt?"

"Yes, sir," Lon said, thinking, It's time to put the freak, the outsider, on display again. He
took a few seconds to try to sort out where he could begin, what he could say. He had been given
absol utely no warni ng about this. The colonel is playing things by ear, Lon realized. He probably
didn't guess hinself that this m ght come up

"I do have a rough idea of the populations here on Aldrin, and the available |and areas,"” Lon
started, speaking slowy, trying to feel his way into the topic. "Earth has |ong since been forced
to utilize every available bit of land, even areas that you on Al drin woul d consi der subnargi nal
For instance, humans on Earth have al ways heavily used tropical zones. The evidence is that
humanity arose in tropical savanna, very like the area where the settlenent of Hope is. That is,
nost |ikely, mankind' s 'natural' habitat. On Earth, only the nost extrenme parts of the polar zones
do not have pernanent civilian inhabitants, and even those areas have often been utilized for |ong-
termresearch projects. The nountai nous regi ons of Europe and the Americas have been intensely
settled for centuries, in sonme cases dating back to before the intense popul ati on pressures forced
people to |live anywhere that they could produce any agricultural products to feed thensel ves. The
devel opnent of nol ecul ar replicators, nano-

CAPTAI N

189

technol ogy, in the twenty-first century in |arge neasure reduced our dependence on arable |and. O
course, Earth did not nove toward dealing scientifically with population pressure until that
pressure was al nost overwhelnming, until the planet was crowded alnobst to a Malthusian linmt. On
Aldrin, as on all colony worlds, those questions either do not arise or are dealt with early
enough that the nore extrenme neasures of... adjustnent need never arise."

It was not an el egant speech. Forced to tal k extenporaneously, Lon often slowed down, searching
for words, for direction, wondering how | ong Col onel Flowers expected himto divert the people
from A drin East—and what the col onel expected his ranbling discourse to produce. Ot her than
boredom "There are sonme rather extrenme theories, nostly dating back several centuries and only
nmodest |y supported by avail abl e evidence, that claimthat all war can be traced directly to
popul ati on pressures, ignoring the clear facts that religion and differing political systens have
caused sone of the bl oodiest and nost bitter conflicts. It took Earth a long tine to escape the
destruction of war, but there has not been a najor conflict on the world in centuries, despite the
continuing stresses of intense population. Emgration to other worlds has never nmamnaged to

all eviate, even tenporarily, those stresses. It sinply is not possible to nove enough people off-
worl d fast enough for that."
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Eventual ly, after nearly forty-five nminutes, Lon wore to a stop. He gl anced at Col onel Fl owers,
who nodded his satisfaction

"A very inpressive tale, Lieutenant,” Prine Mnister McGath said. "W have had very little direct
contact with Earth in generations, though, naturally, we attenpt to foll ow what happens there with
sone interest. You have given us nuch to think about. Colonel Flowers, if you would care to submt
specific proposals for our consideration . .. ?"

"Of course, Prine Mnister. | can have themfor you H an hour, perhaps less."
MG at h nodded. "I think we've nmade a good begi n-
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ning today, gentlenen. If there is no objection, we nmight consider adjourning until tonorrow
nmorning. That will give us tine to go over the proposals of the Dirigent Mercenary Corps in
detail ."

In less than twenty-four hours, the government of Aldrin East and Col onel Flowers cane to
agreenment on a set of proposals. Prime Mnister MG ath asked for only two mnor, cosnetic,
changes in the | anguage of Flowers' witten suggestions. It took even less tine to agree on how
they would attenpt to persuade Aldrin West to go al ong.

"We' || return to Hope tonight," Colonel Black said. 'Tit return to ny headquarters in the north.
I"lI'l transmit the peace proposals to the governnent in Syracuse as com ng fromthe governnent of
Aldrin East, and put the Dirigent Mercenary Corps on record as favoring ms solution as it stands.

We'I | do everything humanly possible to persuade West to accept the proposals as not only the best
that can be obtained but also as the best prospect for the world as a whole and its people. If
everything else fails, I'll threaten to void our contract with West and accept enploynent with
East."

No one at the table in McGrath's cabinet room showed any enotion at Flowers' statenments, but Lon
virtually held his breath. Voiding a contract and sw tching sides was al nost unprecedented in the
annal s of the DMC. The honor of the Corps demanded that such a step be taken only in the nost
extraordi nary conditions, and with the fullest contractual delicacy. It was sonething that other
potential clients would remark on for decades, a question mark standi ng agai nst offering a
contract.

There was a formal banquet held in honor of the Di-rigenters. The affair was small, a neasure
dictated by the continuing desire for secrecy. The nercenaries were sup-
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posedly not in East, they were still—-as far as West was to know-where they had been. Ei ght nenbers
of McGrath's cabinet attended, along with Major Esterling. Security officers were posted around
the banquet roomand in the kitchen. Every care was taken

At the spaceport, everyone boarded the shuttle inside the hangar. The |linmousines |left. The hangar
doors were opened and the shuttle towed out to the main runway—after runway |ights had been

ext i ngui shed.

"It appears that nmy governnent takes seriously the possibility that West nay have planted agents

among us," Mjor Esterling said. He appeared disheartened by that realization. "It seens
i mpossible, just froma practical standpoint. W have had so little to do with each other. But,
still, all of this ..." He could do no nore than shake his head.

"That very feeling that it would be inpossible is the biggest advantage an agent woul d have,"

Col onel Rowers said. "But you can take sone confort. It is alnost equally likely that your
government has agents in Wst."

" "Alnpst?'' Esterling asked.

"An open society is always nore vul nerable than a closed or tightly regulated one," Flowers said.
"One of the prices a people must pay for individual freedom" Col onel Bl ack added.

They 're taking a lot for granted, aren 't they ? Lon asked hinself. It seens they 're accepting
that East is open and that West isn't, and we have only their word for that... or do we? Lon
recal l ed that the colonel had been going to investigate, as best he could. Had he | earned
sonmething to confirmthe clains that Esterling had nade in Hope? Wst had not given them nmuch
opportunity to see living conditions anmong their citizenry, and contacts with Wst's nmilitary
units had been minimal, nostly conducted by radio, at a distance.

Lon worried at that until he fell asleep. It was not a confortable slunber, but it was, as he told
hinmself later, better than sleeping in a wet foxhole.

CAPTAI N

193

"Stick around a bit longer, Nolan," Colonel Black told himafter they reached the 2nd Battalion
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CP. Major Esterling and his driver had started back to Hope. Col onel Rowers had renni ned aboard
the shuttle. It would be heading back to the rest of the reginent within mnutes. "I'"mgoing to
set up an officers' call as quickly as everyone can nmake the trek, so there's no point in you and
Captain Olis going back to Al pha first."

"Yes, sir," Lon said. Olis was already back in his battle helnet, using the radio to call all the
battalion's officers to headquarters. Wth the conpani es spread out around Hope, it would take an
hour for themall to arrive.

"We've only finished the easy part of our job," Black said then. "East always |ooked to be the
easy part. Now Col onel Rowers has to tackle Wst, and that's going to be a lot touchier. | don't
expect themto agree quickly or easily, and there's a chance that they will react violently when
Col onel Rowers has to give themthe final ultimtum"

"You're that sure it will go that far, sir?" Lon asked. "That they won't agree short of us
threatening to change sides?"

"Let's say that I'mnot optimstic. As of today, we go on full alert status, and | want effort put
into preparing the strongest possible defenses. Major Esterling is going to put his people on
simlar alert."

"Wt hout weapons?"

There was no hunor in Black's snile. "They were brought back down while we were gone. Before today
is out, Major Esterling's men will have their weapons and amunition."

"I assune that plans have been laid so that West's representatives here won't know about that?"
"We'll do our best."

"They' Il see that we're beefing up our defenses though, won't they, sir?" Lon asked.
Bl ack shrugged. "That can't be avoi ded."
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The neeting of the battalion's officers allowed Black to flesh out the synopsis he had given Lon.
He detailed the preparations he wanted, and offered a full slate of contingency proposals. "The
ultimate risk,” Black said, "is that West will attenpt a preenptive strike agai nst the regi nent
when Col onel Flowers tells themto accept the proposals or we switch sides. That is what we have
to guard against."

"They can't really manage a sneak attack against us here," Captain Olis told his |ieutenants and
Cadet O Fallon as they wal ked back to Al pha's canp. "That's the biggest advantage 2nd Battalion
has. West doesn't have forces cl ose enough. They would have to nove themin by shuttle, and the
fleet would spot that sort of novenent as quickly as they got off the ground. That woul d give us
at least forty-five mnutes' warning."

"Long enough to worry but not |ong enough to do anything useful,” Carl Hoper suggested.

"They won't catch us with our pants down," Olis said. "And it gives CICtime to launch Shrikes to
hit the shuttles conming in. That makes it enough tine to be useful."

"I meant on the ground," Hoper said. "We'll know they're com ng but won't be able to do nore than
wait and worry."
Olis shrugged. "It's nore likely that any strike—+f there is one—w |l be directed at the other

battalions. Wst has troops close enough to themthat they might try to nove in undetected. If
they're smart about it, and |ucky, they could get close enough to do damage. Renenber, we're
tal ki ng about highly trained soldiers here, not a ragtag nmlitia. W' ve seen how good they are.
That's one of the reasons | want us to be at maxi mum readi ness even though | don't expect a strike
here. If I'"'mwong about where they hit, I want every other advantage going for us.”

Captain Olis and his lieutenants made the rounds of the conpany perineter, with Esau O Fall on
taggi ng al ong,
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listening, not offering opinions. The officers discussed what preparations to make, and where.
"It's not just the perineter,"” Olis said after they had negotiated half of it. "I want dirt
buttresses around the tents, at |least three feet high. There are bags to fill in one of the

shuttles. It's a lot of extra work, but it's either that or take the tents down and go primtive,
and | don't want to do that, at least not now. In this heat, the cover of tents is inportant. |
don't want any nore trouble from dehydration than we already have."

"Stockpile water in case the lines comng out fromHope are hit?'' Hoper suggested.

"Good idea. Round up whatever tanks we can, and tell your nmen to keep their canteens as near ful
as possible."

"What about switching schedul es around and doi ng nost of the work at night, Captain?" Lon asked.
"That woul d be easier on the nen. They can get nore done when it's cooler. And it would neke it
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harder for the teamfrom Wst to see what we're doing."

Olis hesitated, then shook his head. "I don't want to waste the ei ght hours of daylight we've got
|l eft today. We need to get started. But don't push the nen hard right off the bat. Keep the work
peri ods short and rotate jobs. Maybe a third of the nmen working, a third on watch, and the other
third resting. We'll keep going after sunset, pick up the pace, get switched around gradually.
There's no way of telling how nuch time we have, how long the talks will remain diplomatic."

"As | east we've got good fire zones," Hoper said. "If the people of Hope get their harvest in

bef ore anythi ng happens, it'll be better. Any force coming in will have a I ot of open ground to
cover, and only a little dry grass to hide in."
"Which reminds ne," Orlis said, not quite interrupting. ' 'l want nore snoops planted, out as far

as a thousand yards. W don't need dense coverage, but nore than we've got." He |lowered his voice
then. "This next bit is, uh, unofficial, but | want particular attention paid to |aying
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snoops between us and the Westers. |If they cone nosing about, | want to know early."

"I guess it's too nuch to hope that they m ght head back to Syracuse in a snit," Hoper said.

"I wouldn't hold nmy breath,"” Olis said.

Lon gave his platoon sergeants directions for the work parties. He talked to the men of each

pl at oon separately, telling themas much as he coul d about the situation. And the potenti al
danger. "Wth a lot of luck, naybe none of this will be needed," he said, "but if we do need it, I
want to have it all done. W don't want our butts hanging out later."

There was sone grunbling—there was al ways grumbling over fatigue duty—but it was | ow keyed,

nat ural grousing about the work and the heat. And there were bright spots.

"We get dirt piled up around the tents, and nmaybe scoop out a foot or so fromthe ground inside,"
Phi p Steesen suggested, "it'll be that little bit cool er inside."

Squad | eaders and their assistants bossed the work—while doing their own share. Lon and the

pl at oon sergeants circul ated. Lon and Carl net to pitch in with the work on their tent, scooping
out dirt fromunder the floor and helping fill the sandbags that were piled up around the outer
walls. Esau O Fallon was with the squad from first platoon that he was assigned to, working al ong
with the others in the squad.

"I't's good for norale," Hoper told Lon. "The nen won't grouse as nuch if they see us sweating
right along with them"

I know, | know, Lon thought, saving his energy for work.

The two officers did not attenpt to do all the work around their tent, but they nade a good start,
and nen fromall of their platoons chipped in to finish the job.

Breaks were frequent, along with reminders to drink plenty of water. The ness tent provided
chilled fruit drinks. There was a cold |lunch, which was all the nen
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wanted while they were out in the heat, with the prom se of a hot supper after dark, when the
tenperature started to drop. Lon gave his nen an hour off, starting just before sunset, to rest,
get cleaned up, and eat. Cold showers were popular. Squad | eaders had to remind their nmen to get
in and out and let others have a turn.

"How | ong do you think we'll have before things turn ugly, if they do?" Lon asked Carl Hoper when
they met for supper

Carl shrugged. "No dam way to know. That's the sad truth. Col onel Flowers can be awfully

per suasi ve when he wants to. |'ve seen himsweet-talking people. If it wasn't for the | anguage
barrier, he could talk a bluecat into beconming a vegetarian." The bluecat was one of Dirigent's
maj or predators. Sinmilar to large terran felines, but not exactly, bluecats had been a nenace in
the early years of the colony. "But | don't think he'll be able to talk Wst around wi thout
leaving a lot of hard feelings that could conplicate the |ater tal ks between East and Wst."

"You think we're going to end up fighting West." Lon did not attenpt to make it a question

"Maybe 1'm a pessinmist by nature,” Cart said, "but, yes, | think we're going to have to fight
them They might not pull a sneak attack, but there's no guarantee. R ght now ny best hope is that
the Council of Reginments already has reinforcenments on the way. Another regi mrent shows up, maybe
with another fighter carrier or a brigade of arnor, that m ght sway West."

"That woul d be nice," Lon said.

"We've been here | ong enough that reinforcenents could be on the way if the Council acted

qui ckly," Carl said.

"Sounds as if you're trying to convince yourself."

Hoper shrugged. "I think 1'lIl see if they've got any nore of that fruit juice."
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Just before dawn, as Lon was telling his nen to knock off and get breakfast, the shuttle of the

Al drin West contingent took off and headed north. The craft nmade no at-
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tenpt at stealth. It went supersonic |ow, sending a shock wave al ong the ground.

"I think maybe they're pissed, Lieutenant," Sergeant G rana comented

Lon shrugged. "I guess there was no way we coul d hide what we were doing, and maybe they put two
and two together. Or maybe they' ve had information from other sources.”

"If they were snmart, they'd have left their people here to watch what we're doing," G rana said.
"Hal f and hal f watches, Tebba, three-hour shifts,” Lon said. "Unless | get different orders, we

won't get back to our construction work until sundown tonight." That had been the |ast word from
battal i on headquarters. "Tell the men to get as nuch rest as they can. W've still got a lot to

do. "

"Yes, sir. But we've nade a good start."

"Very good, Tebba. | hope it isn't necessary, but | think we'll be ready if Wst decides to play
it hard. But the watches stay. Even for breakfast. Two shifts."

"Yes, sir."
"Li eutenant Hoper and | will be taking turns as well. One or the other of us will always be up and
avai l able. | don't know what the captain's schedule is going to be."

Tebba sal uted and went off to see to his platoon. Wil Jorgen had al ready checked in by radio and
received his orders. Lon took another tour of his platoons' area, |ooking at the work that had
been acconplished. The tents were already bunkered, and a good start had been nmade on the

i nterconnected trenches that would give the conpany canp a solid outer perineter and avenues
across it.

Lon stifled a yawn. He had three hours until he could lie down and get sonme sleep. Carl Hoper had
the first sleep shift of the day, while it was relatively cool. Hoper was eating breakfast now.
When he finished, he would hold the duty for the fifteen or twenty m nutes that Lon would need to
eat. That's the way it goes, Lon told him
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self. Carl's senior lieutenant in the conpany. My day will conme when he replaces Orlis and O
"Fallen gets his conmi ssion. Soon, whenever they got back to Diligent fromthis contract.

After a week of work, Captain Orlis decided that there was nothing left to be done to inprove the
defenses of Al pha's canp. The first forty-eight hours had been al nbost frantic, getting everything
to an acceptable m ninmum Beyond that, the work had been slower, tweaking everything. To a cursory
exam nation froma distance, it |ooked alnost as if the canp had di sappeared. Tents had been
recessed into the ground, dirt buttresses extending to the peaks. They worked hard to canoufl age
the site. The perineter trenches were |linked to secondary defensive positions within. It was
possi ble to get anywhere within the canp w thout goi ng aboveground. The |inked trenches were six
feet deep, with platfornms along the side at every firing position

"Like the First Wrld War back on Earth," Lon comented during a neal break after the work was
finished. "They had vast systenms of trenches between the two sides. The trench lines went for
hundreds of nmiles, | think. MIlions of nmen faced each other across narrow no-nan's-1ands for
nearly four years."

"As long as they don't ask us to dig trenches to connect with the other compani es and Hope," Carl
Hoper said. "Even if we had power equi pnent that woul d take weeks.™

"W don't have the nen to cover that nuch perimeter, even counting Major Esterling s nmen and
Hope's militia," Oiis said. For the past several days he had nade a point of eating supper wth

his |ieutenants each evening, an informal officers' call. But, so far, there had been little to
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di scuss. There was no substantial news fromreginent, no word of progress in the tal ks between

Col onel Flowers and Aldrin West. And intelligence about West troop novenents had proved to be
spotty.

"Trench warfare was a disaster on Earth," Lon said. "All that it led to was nillions of

casualties, without either side being able to gain nuch ground. That's why nobility was the key
word for both sides in the next major conflict."”

"Things start popping here and | inmagine we'll be nobile again,”" Olis said. "All this work is
just to keep us in one piece in case our enployers turn against us. W've got to stay in one place
as long as there's no overt aggression against us. W can't be seen as starting hostilities
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agai nst West."

Second Battalion had been in place around Hope for a nonth before there was any change. Col one

Bl ack had noved his headquarters into Al pha's canp. It had been too isolated where it was. Col one
Fl owers sent a nessage to al! of the reginent's officers. "The governnent of Aldrin Wst has
stated formally, in witing, that 7th Regiment has fulfilled its contract, that they see no
purpose in our renmining any |longer to prevent new settlers fromconming in fromA drin East, and
requesti ng—denandi ng—that we | eave Aldrin as soon as practical, and in no case are we to remmin

| onger than seventy-two hours fromthe tinme of receipt of the message. My reply was to thank them

for acknow edgi ng our successful conpletion of the contract but | informed themthat we woul d be
unable to leave Aldrin within the time franme they 'suggested,' that | amrequired to wait for
clearance fromDiligent and the Council of Reginents. | renewed our proposals, and nmy support for

those nade directly to Aldrin West by Aldrin East. 'Since we are now recogni zed as neutral s here,
I told the governnent of West, 'we are even nore suitable for the role of nediation during any
ext ended negotiati ons between the two governments toward resolution of their
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| ong-standing differences.' So far | have had no reply. The watchword renains vigilance."
"They've pulled in the welcone mat and told us to go away," Olis conmented to his |ieutenants.
"How | ong do you thing Colonel Flowers can stall before things get ugly?" Hoper asked

Olis shook his head. "I inmagine he's used up everything already, or West wouldn't have told us to
get out so bluntly."

"But we're not going," Lon observed.

"There's nothing about packing our bags in the colonel's nessage,"” Olis said.

"W could go east. We're welcone there, it seens," Carl suggested.

"Or bring the rest of the regi ment down here," Lon said. "That gets us out of the way but doesn't
abandon Hope. "

A smile crossed Orlis's face. "I inmagine that would be considered extremely provocative. Any nove
that wasn't up to the fleet would be. My guess is that the rest of the reginment will just have to
hunker down where they are and take their chances."

"Makes the tropics seem al nost welcone,"” Carl said. ' 'At |east we can count on some warning if
West attacks.'

There had been occasi onal nessage rockets from Di |ligent—about one MR every three or four days. Lon
had received two letters from Sara, long but with little real substance. Lon had al so sent severa
letters to her, but neither of her letters nentioned any word fromhim so he assumed that she had
not received them when she wote. Two days after the ultimatumfrom A drin Wst, an MR from

Di rigent brought news that was even nmore welcome to Lon than Sara's third letter—+the first to
nmention one of his notes. Twel fth Regi nent was coning

"They shoul d be overhead in about fifty-six hours,” Captain Olis said after telling his
lieutenants and his | ead sergeant. "They're already in system Apparently they
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popped out of Q space little nore than six hours after the MR"

"West must know that they're in-sysiemas well," Lon noted.
"Probably,” Olis said with a shrug. "lIt's not quite so inportant now. Col onel Flowers said he
will be delivering his ultimatumto the government of West this norning. 'Negotiate in good faith

with East or else.' Wst refused to extend their deadline for us to | eave the pl anet yesterday
afternoon."

"Captain, there's no way we can enforce any peace between the governments here unless we're
prepared to keep troops on Aldrin indefinitely," Carl said. "That's the weak point. Sure, we can
go home and say we'll be back if there are any breaches, but the nonth it would take for us to
respond could be too nuch to make any difference."

"That's al ways been the case,"” Olis said. "W have the reputation of the Corps, and the threat to
return. Maybe we'll have to, even if there's no profit init. But if we get themworking together
maki ng contacts instead of using those nountains as a wall between them tine ought to do the
rest.”

"They fight for long," Lon said, "the Confederation of Human Wrlds nmight take an interest, see
them as easy pickings. They won't have any i ndependence at all left then. |'m surprised CHWhasn't
tried to enforce sovereignty already."”

"Captain, if it's going to be two and a half days before 12th Regi nent is avail able, and Col one
Flowers is going to hit Wst over the head with his demands this nmorning, that's going to | eave us
particularly vul nerable for the next couple of days," Carl said. "They nmight well try to strike
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first."

"They might," Olis agreed.

Lon sat in the trench with third platoon's second squad. He spent nuch of his days going from one
group of nen to the next, talking, sharing the | atest news, answering the
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i nevitabl e questions. Second squad had rigged a canmoufl age tarp over the trench to shade them from
the sun, but the tarp also cut down on the circulation of air. It was still hot, but bearable.

"It's coming, isn't it, Lieutenant?" Lance Corporal Gen Radnor, the assistant squad | eader, asked.
"We're finally going to have us a real fight here."

"I don't know about us, personally," Lon said. "W nay be far enough away for now. But | think the
rest of the reginent is likely to catch hell before 12th |lands. After that, who knows?" He
shrugged. "Even with two reginents and all of East's arned forces, West could put up a hell of a
fight. It depends on how determined they are. If there's only one governnent on Al drin, they want
it to be theirs, not sone hybrid that forces themto share authority with East. That's the only
possi bl e reason they could have for refusing to negotiate.™

"This sure is nothing like any contract |'ve been on before,"” Phip Steesen said.

"I don't think it's |like anything anyone in the Corps has been on," Dav Gott said. "It's
peculiar, that's what it is. | know what we're trying to do, Lieutenant, and nmaybe it's all wel
and good, but it's still peculiar.”

*1 won't argue with you, Dav," Lon said. "All we can do is follow orders and do everything we can
to minimze the cost if fighting comes.” Everyone knew he was not tal king about nobney, but |ives.
The veterans had been with Lon on two expensive contracts, the kind no soldier liked to

experi ence.

Dean Ericks started to say sonething, but Lon held up a hand to cut himoff. Lon was receiving a
call fromCaptain Olis. He listened for a nonent, said, "Yes, sir," then spoke to the squad.

"CGot to go. |'ve got to acconpany the captain on a run into Hope. Be back in a couple of hours. No
slacking off. | don't think we're apt to get hit here, but I could be wong. It wouldn't be the
first time."
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They drove to Hope, just Lon and Matt Orlis. The captain drove, and he | ooked unusually somber
"It could get grim Lon," Olis said, shaking his head. "If we have a fight here, it's going to be
sonmething like the Corps hasn't faced in a couple of generations, a large-scale war with both
sides up to the mnute in weapons and tactics. It could go on for nonths, if not years."

"Years?" Lon asked, a little surprised.

"Like the big nationalist wars of Earth," Olis said. "The Corps night have to bring in nore
reginents, and .. ." He stopped, shaking his head again. "It would be costly in people and noney.
If we get dragged in as a full participant, no one's going to be paying our way, and that's bad
for business.”

"You think it could really cone to that, Captain?" Lon was as nuch surprised by Olis's gl um nood
as by what he said.

Olis took a deep breath and sighed. "Maybe |'mjust not nyself this norning, Lon, and we've been
here so long that | had about convinced nyself we wouldn't have any nore fighting. Yes, it could
get that bad, but it probably won't. West might put up some sort of a fight, but I can't see them
pushing it to the ultimate. Once they see that the result is going to go against them | would
think they would want to avoi d weakeni ng thensel ves any farther, keep whatever |everage they can
for later. For all the posturing, they have to think about the future."

"That didn't always happen on Earth, Captain," Lon said—w th sone reluctance because he didn't
want to contribute to Orlis's apparent depression. "W had wars where one or both sides insisted
on an all-or-nothing result.”

"This isn't Earth," Olis said with force. "W've | earned those | essons, over and over. It can't
go that far here. It just can't.'' His vehenence seened to help. Wile he did not end the drive
with a smile and a whistle, at |east his face | ooked nornal —gui etly confi dent.
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Hope al so had been preparing for the possibility of nore fighting. The town's defenses had been
bol stered considerably. Strong points had been established at key points along the perineter. Key
bui l di ngs inside the town al so had been strengthened. Trenches had been dug.

"OfF course we helped them" Olis said when Lon nade a conment about it. "If things go bad, Hope
is our fallback. That woul d give us a shorter perineter to worry about, |et us consolidate.
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Bet ween 2nd Battalion and Hope's own defenders, we would present quite a form dabl e obstacle.
Especially since we can count on air support.”

Most of the grain in the fields had been harvested, the automatic nmachi nery working overtine. If
Hope faced a siege, its people would not worry about starving. Direct stores of food and the raw
materials to keep food replicators working ensured that. Starvation, |ong the chief threat of a
si ege, had been negated by nanotechnol ogy. Ammunition was far nore likely to run short.

Maj or Esterling was waiting for the two officers. He had put aside dress uniforms. Now he wore

canmouf | age battledress, like his men. Work was still going on in the town, with nost of the
civilian popul ation hel pi ng.

"I'f trouble does conme, we'll be as ready for it as humanly possible," Esterling said after an
exchange of casual sal utes.

"I'"'msure you will," Captain Olis said. "And if it is going to cone, it nmight well be within the

next two days, maybe even as early as tonight."

"You have news?"

"Col onel Flowers has delivered his ultimatumto West," Olis said. "And our reinforcements are
still two days out."

Esterling nodded thoughtfully. "Let's go inside, out of the sun. W can be confortable while we
worry." He worked up a nodest smile, but Lon could see that the major was worried—seriously

worri ed.

The buil ding they entered housed Hope's only pub. There were no custoners in it. The woman behind
t he
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bar—she appeared to be in her early thirties but could easily have been nuch ol der—seened glad to
have conpany. Esterling ordered beer for hinself and his guests.

"If West strikes," Esterling said after their beers arrived, "they'll strike here,"

"That's not the way our intelligence sees it,"” Orlis said. "Qur other battalions are far nore
likely targets. They're closer to West's arny, accessible. If Wst tried to strike here, we'd have
plenty of warning, tine to do serious damage to their transports before they could put nen on the

ground. "

Esterling shook his head. "I hate to disagree, Captain, but | nust. Certainly, the purely | ogical
move woul d be for West to strike your other battalions, but this has never been an exercise in
pure logic. Hope is a thorn in the side of Syracuse. As long as we're here they will insist on

feeling violated. If they see trouble coning, such as your reinforcenents, they will want—-above
everything el se—to renove the thorn while they have a chance. No, if they attack anywhere, it

will be here, with everything they can bring to bear."

Lon sipped his beer, watching the other two. For the first tine Lon began to feel some doubt about
the careful analysis provided by reginment and CIC, that the odds were overwhel ming that West woul d
strike at the nearer target, the battalions of 7th Regiment in the nountains between the col onies.
The major |lives here. He mght have a better handle on what West will do than we do. Maybe our
preparations weren 't a futile exercise.

"West doesn't have a town or a military base within seven hundred miles," Olis said. "The only
ground route goes through a bottleneck al ong the seacoast, and it would take a convoy twel ve hours
to get here that way. And if we see unusual air activity, we can have interceptors in before they
can get here."

"1 hope you're right, Captain, but 1'11 wager two bottles of ny best w ne agai nst your canteen of
water that right at this mnute West has troops within three hundred mles, out of sight, ready to
strike. Fromthat distance they could
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have shuttles up and down before your fighters could arrive."

Matt Orlis did hesitate—for about five seconds—before he took the bet.

He | ost.

CiCcditf COMB up with a | ogical explanation—n hindsight. The nearest concentration of Wster
soldiers was actually only 250 miles from Hope, Mst had been there since before 7th Regi ment
reached Aldrin, and they had been reinforced and resupplied by sea. CIC adnitted to having seen
several small ships within a hundred nmles of the rendezvous, but had witten themoff as fishing
traw ers or pleasure craft. Both col onies had taken to the sea, over generations. Wth a world
that was nore than 80 percent water, that was natural

West's troops noved after sunset, using ground effect trucks concealed fromthe spy-eyes by
extensive thernmal shielding. The convoy spread out over a front that was several dozen nmiles
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across at one point, gradually narrowing as it approached Hope.

The trucks unl oaded their troops two nmiles fromthe outernost electronic snoops. Wth four hours
until first light, the Westers had plenty of tine to nove in on foot. Seven hundred mles to the
north, several civilian air shut-ties suddenly changed course, turning south. They were on their
new headi ngs for several ninutes before fleet Cl C sounded an alarm The squadron of Shrike
fighters was put on alert but was not imredi ately dispatched. It was possible, if not likely, that
there was no sinister intent behind the sudden course changes. The shuttles were, after all,
civilian. Seven m nutes passed between the tinme of the course change and the tine when the order
was given for a pair of Shrikes to investigate each of the shuttles. Those seven m nutes made the
di f ference.
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West | aunched two squadrons of air defense fighters as soon as the nercenary craft started in.
Coming froma series of unsuspected snmall landing strips no nore than five hundred mles from
Hope, West's fighters forced the Shrikes to divert. Mlitary fighters were nore inportant than
civilian shuttles.

Five civilian shuttles | anded and unl oaded three hundred soldiers within four mles of Hope. A
hundred nmiles north, the two groups of fighter aircraft noved toward engagenent. Wst |aunched
mlitary shuttles then, fromfarther away, burning on the nost efficient trajectory to get through
the danger zone before the Dirigentan fleet could | aunch nore Shrikes.

Far to the northeast, West's arny initiated a series of small firefights against the other
battalions of 7th Reginment. More fighters rose fromair bases within Aldrin Wst, heading into the
mountains. Fleet CIC |ater determ ned that Wst had put every fighter it possessed into the air,
striving for maxi mumeffect... and for maxi mum confusion anong their enem es.

In the latter, at least, they succeeded.

An alert whistle sounded in every battle helmet in 2nd Battalion before the first rockets were
fired between air-craft. Lon had been asleep. H's |last watch had ended little nore than an hour
earlier. He had dropped off to sleep al nost at once, near exhaustion, but the shrill call of the
whi stle comng fromthe speakers in the helmet next to his head was enough to shock hi m awake
instantly. The few seconds of nental confusion that came with the rude awakening ended with
sonet hi ng approaching total alertness. He pulled the helnet on before he reached for his

boot s.

Reports on what was happening, and orders for the response, started com ng through. The clerk in
battal i on headquarters kept his voice calm showing no agitation or enotion. Captain Olis checked
in with Lon as soon as there was a break in the action reports. Lon had his boots
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on by then and was getting up. He had the tent to hinmself. Carl Hoper had been out, on duty.

Lon passed orders to his platoon sergeants. The nen of Al pha Conpany who had been asl eep were

al ready awake and noving to their posts. By the tinme Lon got to his station on the perineter,
every firing position was nanned.

"It hits the fan now, right, Lieutenant?" Tebba G rana asked, sounding relieved that the waiting
had ended.

"That's what it |ooks like," Lon said. "West pulled a good nove. They've got at |east two ful
battalions alnbst within spitting distance, and we didn't know they were conming until it was too
late to intercept them" Esterling knew his eneny better than we did, he thought.

The fighting in the air started. There were exchanges of missiles, countered by defensive
maneuvering and other measures. Fighters on both sides went down, often in shreds. Few aircraft
got cl ose enough to each other to use cannons. The additional Wst shuttles nade it south w thout

casual ty.

Lon noved al ong the section of perimeter that his platoons were responsible for, talking with each
squad. The eneny was still not close enough for the early-warning detectors to signal their
approach. "If they take the straightest line to Hope, they' |l either hit Charlie Conpany or go

bet ween us," Lon told his platoon sergeants. "If they're so damed intent on taking the town, they
nmght try to nove through w thout engaging us."

"We gonna sit still and let themdo that?" Jorgen asked.

"No, Weil. If they try to go through we hit themfromboth sides, force themto stop and take

notice." Those orders had just come from battalion headquarters. "W stop them and die conpanies
on ne far side nove to reinforce us."
The orders had cone through quickly enough that Lon guessed that Col onel Black had been prepared
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for the contingency. Captain Olis had passed along Major Ester-1jng's fears about what West might
do. Lon recalled the
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bet Oriis had nmade. Too bad. | would have |iked another taste of Esterling 's best wi ne, Lon

t hought. He could not work up a smile to go with it.

Reports canme of engagenents in the nountains. Wst's attacks on the rest of 7th Regi ment were
clearly meant as a diversion. They were not being pressed in force. Four Shrikes that had been
started on a vector to support Colonel Rowers' mamin force were diverted south to hel p defend Hope.
On the ground, West's soldiers noved toward Hope. They ained for the center of the gap between

Al pha and Charlie. But flanking units—pl atoon-strength, according to the first estinate—were sent
agai nst each of those nmercenary comnpani es.

"They want to keep us pinned down while the bulk of their troops nove by," Lon told his sergeants
after new orders came from Captain Olis. "W stay put. First and second pl atoons are going out to
try to slow down the penetration.”

El ectroni c snoops sounded their warnings and transnitted video. Lon sanpled those, |ooking at the
skirm sh line of Wst soldiers noving toward the conpany. "Get ready," he told his noncons.
"They're five hundred yards out. Have your beaners ready. Start sniping as soon as you' ve got
clear targets." Each squad had one man arnmed with an energy weapon. Silent, those weapons coul d
fell an eneny before he knew he was being targeted. The npst reliable marksnan in each squad drew
the | ong-di stance killer

Lon settled into firing position, with third platoon's second squad. For the nmonment it woul d not
be necessary to have his nmen spread out to cover the half of the conpany perineter that Carl
Hoper's nen were vacating to attack the eneny thrust. As long as we know where the eneny is and
they don't try sliding around, we can stay put, Lon thought. He would keep a close eye on the
eneny's novenents, ready to order nen to new positions if there seened any possibility that West
would try to flank them

The pl atoon noving toward the canp stopped three
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hundred yards fromthe perineter. They had started taking casualties and were ready to start
returning fire. "They just want to keep us pinned down," Lon reninded his sergeants. "If they

don't know that we've already got half our force out, so nuch the better. Let's keep them from
movi ng any cl oser.™

Lon started firing his own rifle, an occasional short burst, generally when he had a decent

target. Put up enough fire that they don't suspect we 've cut our numbers in half until the others
hit their main force. Then we 'Il see what happens.

Anot her five minutes passed before a firefight opened in the gap between Al pha and Charlie. Two

pl at oons from each of those conpani es caught the point of the West main force, and hammered it
fromboth sides as it noved into the vee of the anmbush. Delta Conpany, whose canp was nhear the
sout hwestern corner of Hope, was sending two platoons around to flank the attackers.

In the air, the conbat drifted closer. Wst had all of its fighter aircraft up, and npbst were
targeted agai nst Hope. There were not enough Shrikes to nmatch the eneny one for one, but the
Shrike pilots were nostly conbat veterans. Their opposition was not. Lon saw a couple of
explosions in the air but had no way to determ ne whether the | osses were friends or foes.

West's riflenen got additional help. Mirtars started a systematic bonbardnment of the defensive
enpl acenents of Al pha and Charlie conpanies. Those did little damage, and not only because there
seermed to be only two nortars directed agai nst each conpany. The nortar fire was not efficiently
directed, and the nercenaries had had tine to prepare. Their trenches were narrow targets, and the
lines were staggered enough to prevent a hit from being overly disastrous.

That's too far out for us to do anything about it from," Lon reported to Captain Olis. "It |ooks
as if the aearest nortar is twelve hundred yards out."

e can't get a Shrike in yet,"” Ob's replied. "And | *t want to deplete our nunbers by sending a

squad out
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to try to get close. Just disperse your nmen as nuch as possible. Have your beaners | ooking for
targets out there. That's a |long shot even for them but maybe sonmeone will get |ucky."

Lon spread his nen out along nore of the perineter, and noved a few back into the |inking trenches
toward the center of canp to mnimze the nunmber of casualties that one expl osion could cause. He
wor ked toward the west hinself, trying to get to a vantage point where he could see how the fight
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in the gap between Al pha and Charlie's positions was going. That fighting was fierce, and had been
going at full tilt for nore than a quarter hour. He had only been able to nonitor Carl Hoper's
reports sporadically, catching a shout now, a few tense words then

"Captain!" Lon blinked at the intensity of Carl's shout. "W need help fast. W're facing two ful
conpani es here, and we can't hold nuch | onger."

"Delta's people are alnost in place on your left,” Olis said. "Pull back if you have to, toward
our positions. Let—

There was a | oud explosion then, undoubtedly only a grenade, but anplified by sonmeone's radio,
cutting off whatever Orlis said. Lon blinked agai nst the al nost physical pain of the noise over
hi s earphones. He shook his head, trying to get rid of the ringing in his ears. Thirty or forty
seconds passed before he was able to hear anything but the aftereffects of the blast.

‘" 'Carl, are you there?'' It was Olis, shouting. "Hoper?"

' 'Captain, this is Sergeant Gawey. | think the lieutenant's dead. The cadet, too. | haven't
been able to get anyone to them but a grenade went off within four or five feet of them"

Lon felt his breath catch in his throat. Ernst Gaw ey was first platoon's sergeant.

"Grawl ey, you and McCoy"—Roy M:Coy, second platoon sergeant—start pulling your men back toward
our position. Charlie's platoons will try to give you cover
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before they start pulling back, too. W're going to | et West through, give thema chance to run
into the next line."

"Roger, Captain,” Gawey said. "I've got Roy on our channel and he's listening in. W'll start
back quick as we can. W've got at |east twenty wounded between us."

"Nol an, send one squad to help them get their wounded back in," Olis ordered.

"Right, Captain." Lon signaled to Dav Gott. H s squad was closest. Lon felt an urge to go out and
hel p hinsel f, but he restrained the inmpulse. H s place was with die bulk of his men, especially
now that it appeared that Carl Hoper was dead. Lon had to put Carl's fate out of mnd. He had nore
urgent work. Gieving for a friend would have to wait until there was tinmne.

The rest of Lon's nmen increased their rate of fire to cover the squad going out and the pl atoons
coming in. Lon used his helmet's electronics to separate friend fromfoe in the gap west of his
position, directing his fire at the eneny who were closest to first and second platoons. It was
nearly dawn. The sky was lightening, but there was a low, |ight haze of snoke in the air.

One Shrike got free of entanglenments in the air and swooped down out of the north, |oosing two
rockets at the nearest eneny nortar positions, then banking slightly to bring the eneny force
penetrating between Al pha and Charlie under Galling cannon fire—for the second he could wi thout
endangering the withdrawing DMC units. Tte pilot went into a tight bank, turning before he reached
Hope to conme back for a second pass down the center. By the tinme he was in position again, the

wi t hdrawi ng pl at oons from Al pha and Charlie had given himnore freedom He |aunched rockets and
started his cannon firing, conming in | ow over the heads of the eneny before {Hlling into a steep
clinb and accelerating as rapidly as flic Shrike could to get away fromtwo antiaircraft m s-sUes.
Lon's attention was drawn to that race. For several seconds it appeared as if both mssiles would

hit the - Shrike before it could clinb above their operational limt.
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The pilot deked fromside to side, unloading chaff to confuse the m ssiles, and undoubtedly using
el ectronic janm ng as well.

One eneny nissile suddenly veered | eft and dove for the ground, exploding a thousand feet from
anyone. The Shrike's pilot banked hard right, east, gradually increasing his | ead over the

remai ning mssile. The fighter clinbed out of sight, and the missile was marked only by the bright
spot of its rocket. Lon watched for a few nore seconds, but there was no expl osion

The Shrike did not return. Lon assunmed it had burned for orbit and rendezvous with its carrier. It
woul d take at |east an hour to rearmand return. Lon scanned the north-em horizon, |ooking for any
trace of other aircraft. Friend or foe. He saw nothing, but could only spare that search a few
seconds. He had nmen at hazard. They needed his attention. It was only then that Lon realized that
one of the nortars had been sil enced.

The fight to Lon's west picked up in intensity again, but only for two nmnutes as Gott's squad
joined in and all of the mercenaries worked to di sengage and return to the trenches. Mdics were
waiting for the wounded. Captain Olis canme over to see the danage for hinmself. It was bad. The
two platoons had lost nine nen killed, and a fourth of the survivors were wounded.

"Keep as nuch fire on the eneny as possible while they're going through," Olis told Lon. "I"'II
handl e first and second pl atoons myself until we've got tinme to get better organized."
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Delta's two pl atoons had been redirected. Instead of going around Charlie Conpany, they noved

bet ween the two northern canps and Hope. They would strike as soon as the eneny cane within reach,
then pull back to avoid being caught in a crossfire between West's force and the defenders inside
Hope. The sun was up now, nore than half its dianmeter above the horizon, banishing the last of the
nmorning twilight. Delta's men would not have the benefit of night's cover. They woul d have to pul
out before the eneny got too close.
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It was then that the next wave of West's soldiers arrived, |anding south and east of Hope. Their
passage had been unhanpered by DMC Shrikes. Al of the nmercenary fighters had been forced to
return to their ship to rearm

Even wi t hout Shrikes, the nmercenaries were not conpletely without air support. The three shuttles
that had been kept on the ground near 2nd Battalion got into the air before the second wave of
Wester ground forces |landed. Wth two Galling gun cannon nmounts and a rack of HE nmissiles, the
shuttles were far frombeing just cattle carriers. Shuttles were | ess maneuverabl e than Shrikes,

t hough, and nore vulnerable to ground fire. The three DMC craft dared not expose thensel ves for
long to the eneny. They nade quick strikes, expending as nmuch of their nunitions as they could,
then burned for orbit. But in the few seconds they were on hand, the DMC shuttles made their
presence felt. One of the inconing eneny shuttles exploded as it touched down, another as it was
unl oadi ng its passengers.

"It helps,"” Captain Orlis told Lon. "Battalion figures that West nust have a thousand nmen on the
ground here, nmaybe nore. And it looks as if there's another wave of them coning."

"Even if there are a thousand here now, that still gives us the edge in nunbers, adding the
garrison of Hope in/' Lon said. "WII| our Shrikes get back before this next wave arrives?"

"It's going to be close,” Olis said. "And West is attacking the rest of the regi nent again,
forcing CIC to divert some of the fighters up that way."

There was tinme for no nore. Lon and the captain were still trying to get Al pha Conpany
reorgani zed. Medics were treating the wounded. Several nen had been noved
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into one of the squad tents in the center of the canp and put into portable trauma tubes. Dav
Gott had one man slightly wounded in his squad. The wound was treated and the man back with his
nat es.

In both Al pha and Charlie Conpanies' canps, the nercenaries received only passing attention from
the troops noving between them In a variant of fire-and-nmaneuver tactics, part of the Wst force
stopped to take the nercenaries under fire while the rest continued to press toward Hope.

Unl ess they' ve got a lot nmore nen conming in soon, that's suicidal, Lon thought, astounded at the
tactic. They "Il be in the nmddle, with a superior foe in position to encircle them

After a hiatus of twenty mnutes, nortar rounds started hitting the canp again. The frequency was
| ess than before, and the ai muninproved, as if Wst was nerely scattering nortar bonbs over the
entire area to nake the defenders keep their heads down.

"I think they noved the nortars,"” Lon told Wil Jor-gen

"Off behind their troops in the middle now," Jorgen said, nodding. "Looks like they didn't |eave
nmore' n about a squad of rifles to protect the tubes.”

"You think you could get to them and back with a couple of squads?" Lon asked.

"At night, sure, Lieutenant," Jorgen said. "Now, in the daylight? It wouldn't be fast, and it

m ght not work at all. They'll probably nove the guns faster than we could get close."

Lon hesitated. It would be difficult to sell the idea to Captain Orlis in any case. "I suppose
you're right. Ch, well, it was a thought." He shrugged.

Jorgen | aughed, a short bark devoid of humor. "I know, Lieutenant. |'ve been having the sane

t hought nyself, every tine one of those damm bonbs goes off anywhere cl ose.™

"Keep your beaners | ooking over that way once in a
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whi | e. Maybe we can knock off one or two of the gunners.”

"We've already had one or two of them" Wil said quietly. Then he was off again, mnoving toward
his fourth squad.

Anot her hal f dozen Wester shuttles |landed, this tine east of Hope, between Al pha and Bravo
Conpani es' canps. The |l anders cane in fast and | ow, and their passengers disenbarked as if the
fires of hell were no nore than a step behind them |In a way, they were. The returning Shrikes
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were coming in hot. They had accelerated into Aldrin's gravity well, pushing men and nmachines to
the Iimt, braking at the | ast possible second. Sonic boons and the roar of engines suddenly
switched to maxi mum reverse thrust nuted the sounds of conbat on the ground. The Shrikes | aunched
their first mssiles at the grounded shuttles and the troops | eaving themat |ong range. The
cannons could not be fired until the fighters' airspeed was reduced, or the Shrikes would run into
their own rounds.

On the ground, the shuttles were easy targets. Al six were hit. But their soldiers had already
moved out and away. The only casualties would have been anong the | ander crews—f they, too, had
not abandoned their craft inmediately.

Ei ght Shrikes cane in, two waves of four fighters, twenty seconds apart. They separated while they
wer e above ten thousand feet, giving each other roomto naneuver when surface-to-air nissiles
started coning at them

Lon pulled his head down and wat ched. For a nonent the Shrikes had sl owed the pace of conbat for

Al pha Company. West's soldiers were nore concerned about the threat fromthe air. Even the nortars
stopped firing at the canps, though they were no threat at all to aircraft.

Lon used the lull to check with his squad | eaders and to get the |latest updates from Captain Olis
and battalion, including the nost recent news of the other battalions, now under nore serious
attack. Although it was not spec-
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i fied, Lon assumed that 2nd Battalion would get no reinforcenents on the ground until 12th

Regi ment | anded. West now had at |east fifteen hundred nen around Hope, possibly two thousand. The
conbi ned def ender s—nercenaries, Eastman garrison, and Hope's civilian mlitia—were at | east

mat ched i n nunbers and m ght al ready be out nunber ed.

Do we start noving into Hope? Lon wondered. Under the circunstances, he thought, consolidating

wi thin one defensible perinmeter mght be the best nove, despite the nmercenary doctrine of
remai ni ng nobil e as much as possible. W're not very nobile hunkered down in four canps, and there
isn 't enough cover on this savanna to let us operate the way we do best. At least inside the town
we 'd have all of our forces together until 12th gets in and hel ps out. But unless the nove was
made before West's soldiers could fully establish a siege of Hope, it mght be difficult—and

costly.

If we stay out, Lon thought, still trying to reason his way through the situati on—+the way Col onel
Bl ack and his staff must al so have been doing, we force West to split their forces several ways as
well. They can't ignore us. W 'd be tike four massive knives at their backs.

An explosion in the air brought Lon's mnd back fromhis tactical exercise. Every plane we lose is
one | ess we have to keep us out of trouble later, Lon thought. How many so far? It was a question
he could not begin to answer. There had been no way for himto keep track of what was going on in

t he sky.

"Nol an!"

"Yes, sir," Lon said, responding instantly to Captain Olis's call.

"Start shifting your platoons around to the south and southwest in the trenches. I'mgoing to

| eave first and second platoons to cover the rest of our perineter. W' ve got to start putting
pressure on the troops who made it through. As soon as CIC gets the situation sorted out, we're
going to counterattack. Things are so damed confused now, nobody knows who's where. West has
their
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forces split up even nore than we do. We've got to find out what's going on before we can do
anything effective."

“I''"ll start sliding ny nen around, Captain. | take it we're going out after them not just sniping
fromlong distance?
"That's the plan, once we know where we can hurt them Just get noved and stand by. |I'mgoing to

be busy for a while, getting the other platoons organi zed and setting up a little better cover for
our medtechs."”

West had finished its penetration between Al pha and Charlie. The northern part of the battlefield
had grown al nost quiet. Even the nortar teans had noved through the gap, perhaps to target Hope.
Lon rel ayed the orders to his noncons, then stayed with Gott's squad until squads fromthe other
two pl atoons could nmove into place—+n case West had left a few troops behind to exploit any hol es
in Al pha's defenses.

The trench systemproved its value. Lon's nen were able to nove wi thout giving away the fact of
the nove, or exposing thenselves to the few eneny snipers who were still operating agai nst

t hem—from nmaxi num range. As soon as the first squads from second pl atoon cane around fromthe
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east, Lon passed the codes for the nines and snoops to the squad | eaders, then started noving to
his own new position with his | ast squad.

"Make sure everyone is carrying a full load of amb and water,"” Lon told his squad | eaders while
he noved. "Wen we go out, | don't want anyone running short. No telling howlong we'll have to
operate on our own." It was al nost an afterthought when he added, "Tell themto grab a neal as

they can, too."

Once they were in position near the southwestern corner of the canp, Dav Grott handed Lon a neal
pack. Lon nodded, but set the pack aside. Before he could eat, he had to have a good | ook at what
lay in front of the platoons' new positions. He switched his faceplate to maxi mum magni fi cati on
and did a slow, careful scan of the attire front. If there was confusion in CIC and at battalion,
226
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Lon wanted to get as much information firsthand as possible.

Virtually all of the grain had been harvested, |eaving wide tracts of ground with no cover at all
Sonme of the savanna grasses had burned during die fighting. There were areas with a haze obscuring
vi si on—heat and snoke, slow to disperse.

Hope's outer perineter was slightly nore than two niles fromLon's position. He could see grenade
and nortar expl osions, occasionally the flash of a rifle nmuzzle. The sounds of battle were nuted
by the distance and the heavy tropical air—background to death and pain. Only rarely did a single
event provide enough noise to override the background.

It appeared that the ring around Hope was not complete. West had—so far—not chosen that route but
had grouped its forces at a number of positions that gave themfire zones covering the entire
northern flank of the town. Probably the sane all the way around, Lon thought. And they m ght

still be hitting Bravo Conpany over on the southeast. That was where the |atest Wst force had

| anded. Lon thought they probably had not had time yet to get everyone through to throw agai nst
Hope.

"I hope Major Esterling and his nen are coping," Lon said under his breath. They've got civilians
to contend with as well, and hard telling how they' re reacting to being under fire again.

There was little especially heartening about Lon's scan of the fighting. It would be brutal out
there in daylight, with no darkness to give even a senbl ance of safety, and virtually no cover. In
the dark, the nercenaries could snake their way along the ground, silent, and presenting little in
the way of thermal signature to give themaway to infrared night-vision systens. In the
daylight... This is one tine | wi sh we had heavy weapons with us, Lon thought. Artillery, even a
hal f dozen tanks pounding the eneny into the ground. O a | ot nore Shrikes.

Lon shook his head and | ooked into the sky. The air fight was noving north again. Wst's fighters

had to go
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back to their bases to rearm The DMC s Shrikes that were still on station were pursuing. ClC had
not sent all its Shrikes at once this tinme, but was staggering the m ssions to keep sonme air cover
around nost of the tine.

A brilliant explosion on the ground brought Lon's attention back down. The bl ast was inside Hope

Must have been a secondary expl osion, Lon thought. Anmmunition or expl osives going up. For perhaps
three mnutes, flames rose sharply, but the blaze died down quickly, leaving only thick snoke to
mark the |ocation. Lon went back to scanning the eneny positions, trying to decide what sort of
tactics mght work best in the situation—as if the de-cision mght fall to him

"Nol an?" This time Orlis's voice was softer, |ess stressed than before. He sounded al npst tired.
"Yes, Captain?"

"We're about ready. Maybe ten minutes. I'mgoing to |leave first platoon inside the firebase to
guard the nedi cs and wounded. First because they got chewed up before.” That choi ce was

unremar kabl e. First platoon was the nost shorthanded. "The col onel's headquarters staff will

remain in the firebase as well. Charlie is going to | eave one platoon in their digs. The rest of
us will act in concert, heading toward Hope. W are not, repeat not, planning on going into the
town. W& slay outside and work to keep West in a crossfire. I'Il be with second platoon. This is
still pretty much by ear. How West reacts determ nes our next noves. For the tine being, Bravo and

Delta will remain in their firebases and do what they can fromthere."

"Ten mnutes. W'll be ready, Captain,"” Lon said.

"Travel light. Field packs stay behind," Olis said. "W plan to cone back here." He did not have
to add, if we can.

"Are we going forward in a straight skirm sh |line, Captain?"

"Not all the way. Unless West makes significant changes in their deploynent before we junmp off,
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we' |l head toward that concentration about ten degrees to your
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left. We start out noving as quickly as we can, until Wst reacts and we get too close to stay on
our feet. Then it'll be down on stomachs, working closer as we can. | don't expect us to get

cl oser than three hundred yards, maybe two-fifty. That's subject to change."

"Yes, sir."

Lon passed along the orders and stripped off his own field pack. That |ightened the | oad he had to
carry by twenty-five pounds. / can carry a couple of extra magazines for my rifle, Lon decided,

al t hough he had al ready added several above the "standard | oad."

"Pick up sone extra magazines," he told the squad | eaders. "But let's not get so | oaded down we
can't nove."

Then it was tine to wait. Again.

When t he advance started, the skirmish line was not a straight rank, as if the men were drawn up
on parade. The lines were staggered, the distances between individuals irregular. Each pl atoon put
three squads in front, formng the primary skirmsh line, and one squad forty yards back. Lon took
his position with the trailing squads, the proper place for a platoon |leader in this type of
maneuver. He |ooked to right and | eft, checking everything, a routine and al nbst unconsci ous
series of actions. Captain Olis was with second platoon, on the left. Third platoon was in the
center, fourth on the right. Mich farther right, Lon could see Charlie Conpany noving as well.
The men nmoved forward in a semcrouch, rifles at the ready, safeties off, fingers over trigger
guards. Eyes squinted, trying to see the eneny, as if squinting would bring theminto clearer
focus at such a distance.

Al t hough he was sweating freely, Lon no |onger thought about the hundred-pl us-degree tenperature,
or the sun that seened to be baking his head in his helnet. He was too tightly focused on what he
and his men had to do. Hi s eyes scanned the distant enenmy and, nore infrequently, the ground
directly in front of him He was not overly concerned about the chance that the eneny had planted
Il and m nes or booby traps. They had been under constant observation. There was the crackle of dry
grain stal ks underfoot, a faint aroma of new nown hay, a snell that tried to trigger nenories of
chil dhood on Earth for Lon. He fought it by trying to calculate the distances ahead and behind. W
‘ve conme fifty yards. Hope is two
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mles off. The eneny only four hundred yards |less than that.

Until the skirmish Iine had covered nore than half the distance, the danger fromeneny rifles
woul d be mninmal. West had shown no use of beaners. A marksman might, with considerable |uck
bring down a noving target at a nmile or nore, but nost anmunition expended at that range woul d be
wast ed. The danger fromrifles would not be appreciable until they were within six hundred yards,
even in such conpletely open terrain as this.

There was no running, just a nethodical, slow wal k. Tine seened suspended. The sounds of fighting
ahead were constant, the volune increasing too gradually to notice. Lon could not tell when the
eneny spotted their advance. They did not rush into any pani cked redepl oynent or start taking wld
shots at the nmercenaries. Wst's troops were al so professionals, though few could be veterans of
conbat aside fromthe fighting that had taken place since the Dirigenters' had come to Al drin.
They 've got to nove one way or the other, Lon thought, insisted. They have to see us, have to do
sonething to avoid getting trapped between us and Hope.

It would be difficult to arrange positions so there was no risk of friendly fire between the
allies. The nercenaries would stay |ow, and the garrison of Hope had physical barriers for cover.
But there was no guarantee that only the eneny would be hit by gunfire.

A mle. Half the distance. The Dirigenters had taken eighteen nminutes to cover it. Al nost

unconsci ously, the pace slowed. There were occasional shots comng toward them Mst hit well in
front, raising tiny clouds of dust at inpact.

"Let's spread the Iine out nore," Captain Orlis said. "W could cone under nortar fire any
second. "

Lon passed along the order, and used his arns to indicate when he thought the greater separation
bet ween nmen was sufficient to mnimze the casualties a nortar bonb m ght cause. Hi s rangefinder
showed t he skirmni sh
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line fifteen hundred yards fromthe eneny when he heard the whine of a nortar round.
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"I'ncom ng! Take cover!" Al npbst as one, the nen of Al pha Conpany dropped to the ground, landing in
firing position, even though they were still well out of effective rifle range. The first nortar
round hit fifty yards behind the trailing squad. Shrapnel and debris flew up and arced over
falling harm essly.

"Up and nove!" Captain Olis ordered.

The three platoons traveled another thirty yards before the next nortar round arrived. Again Al pha
went to cover. This time the round fell short, but within thirty yards.

After the two rangi ng rounds, the Wester nortarmen found their rhythm sending out their bonbs

qui ckly. The Dirigenters ran forward to close the range, forcing the eneny to adjust for each
round, slowi ng the cadence, diving to the ground only when an incom ng bonb was near, getting up
as soon as the debris settled. There were only two nortars targeted agai nst the nmercenaries, and
they could not put up enough volune of fire to saturate a front spread across three hundred yards.
Several Dirigenters were wounded, but in the first minutes of the nortar assault no one was hit so
badly that he could not continue noving forward.

A thousand yards fromthe eneny, Captain Olis finally told his conpany to get down and craw
forward. The nen with the energy rifles were put to work sniping, pausing in their advance to take
several shots at the eneny before doing a hurried crab crawm to regain their places in the
skirm sh line. The best marksnen with slug throwers took occasional shots now, but with | ess hope
of hitting anything but dirt. They fired single shots, not bursts, just enough to perhaps
interfere with the enemy's aim... and peace of m nd.

"Eneny fighters coming in fromthe north," Dav Gott fCeaned into his radio

v-'CGet the SAMs out!" Lon ordered. Two men in each platoon carried surface-to-air mssile

| aunchers. Those
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men turned and brought the antiaircraft weapons to their shoul ders.

"Careful with those,” Captain Olis said, breaking into the channel. "There are Shrikes con ng
fromthe west to intercept. Make sure of your targets.”

Lon turned, | ooking for the aircraft. There was little chance of a m stake i mediately. Wst's two
fighters were al nost cl ose enough to begin their rocket and strafing runs. The Shrikes were

consi derably farther out and nuch higher

"Quickly," Lon said, "before our fly-guys get close."

Six mssiles streaked into the sky, three ainmed at each eneny fighter—which | aunched rockets of
their own before taking evasive action. Lon al nost cheered when one fighter expl oded. The other
pilot evaded the nmissiles ained at him but his gyrations ended with himclinbing directly toward
the Shri kes.

The three hi gh-expl osi ve rockets |aunched by the Wester fighters expl oded well short of the
Dirigenters. The remaining eneny aircraft ran into a nissile fromone of the Shrikes and expl oded
in a blinding orange and gray fireball

It was while Lon was distracted by the fight in the air that the eneny infantry started to nove
fromtheir precarious position between two opposing forces. Mst headed east, across the front.
Only the westernnost detachnent noved in the other direction

"Pivot around second platoon," Olis told Lon. "W keep going straight for them"

Lon gave the orders, and the skirnishers changed directions. Wth the eneny nortars silent again,
the nmercenaries were on their feet, noving at a wal ki ng pace. The eneny was trotting.

"Looks like they've decided to nerge with their troops over on that side," Olis said. "Bravo's
too heavily engaged to head them off, but the troops inside Hope are going to try a sortie to slow
them down. We've got to let the ones on the other end get away for now. W don't have anyone cl ose
enough to get to them"
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For the nonent the danger had lifted, but not far enough for the flow of adrenaline to stop. The
eneny mght turn and fight at any mnute. There m ght be nore eneny fighters comng in. Lon did
not let his focus slip.

"Captain, we need to take a minute to patch up the few wounded we've got," Lon said. "No one's
hurt bad enough to need nedics, but we've got bl eedi ng wounds that need nmed patches."

"Right, Nolan. Good thinking. We're not in a race here," Olis said. "I've got two men who need
patching as well."

The pause was not much longer than a mnute. Al pha started to nove again, adjusting its vector to
keep the skirm sh line noving toward the w thdrawi ng eneny troops. The Westers were nearly
opposite the northeastern corner of Hope, four hundred yards fromthe town's outer
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def ensi ves—l ose enough to take casualties fromriflenmen on the barricades. The Wsters increased
their pace rather than take cover, hurrying to get out of range, pulling farther away from Al pha
in the process.

"You'd think they were late for a hot date," Sergeant G rana suggested on his link to Lon

"Maybe they are, Tebba, but keep your eyes peeled. They could turn to face us anytine at all."
"They' ve got to be getting awfully hot noving like that, Lieutenant," Tebba said. "It's got to
weaken them eventually. They'll have to stop, or get strung out all over the place."

"Maybe not all that soon, Tebba. Even if they're not used to the climate, they' ve got a lot of
reasons to keep noving until they drop. Us and the people in Hope. They've got to have a little
fear pushing themalong, no matter what. And they don't have a lot farther to go to get to
friends."

"At least we're not running after them Tine enough for fighting when we get there, and best after
dark at that."

Lon smiled. Darkness, still the friend of the infantryman, in spite of centuries of night-vision
systens. There
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was nore than fancy to the feeling of being cloaked that the night gave. Even the best night-

vi sion systens did not give sight quite equal to daylight.

After another five mnutes Al pha was still losing ground to the fleeing Wester force. "Hold the
advance,"” Captain Olis ordered, and Lon repeated the order for his noncons. "Battalion says to
call off the chase,” Olis added once all of his nen were on the ground.

"Back to canp?" Lon asked.

"No," Orlis said. "Have your nen dig in, a full defensive perineter. W let the Wester forces
rendezvous, then plan our next nmeasures. My guess is that we're not likely to do rmuch before
sundown, but that's all it is, a guess. Get "emdug in and a chance to rest. 1'll have a squad
fromfirst platoon bring out food."

W mght as well have stayed where we were, Lon thought at about m dafternoon. He was lying in a
slit trench, face down, resting his head on his arns. Been nore confortable and saved energy. He
had eaten a nmeal and drunk enough water to keep his body hydrated. But the sun beat down
relentlessly, and there was nothing to keep it off, nothing to do but sweat. And think

The fight on the ground had ended, except for occasional sniping on both sides—too far away to

af fect Al pha Conpany. O the nercenary units on the ground, only Bravo was still directly engaged
with the eneny, and that fighting was m ninmal. Hope was still under attack on the south, but that
was also little nore than sniping. Even the fight in the air had ended. There hadn't been a
fighter in the air near Hope in three hours. Nor had Wst attenpted to bring any additional troops
in. The latest estinmate, agreed on by Colonel Black's staff and fleet CIC, was that Wst had

per haps two thousand nen on the ground around Hope, giving thema three-to-two advantage over the
conbi ned forces of 2nd Battalion, Hope's arny garrison, and the civilian mlitia.

Time to think. Too much tine. No one fromthird or fourth platoons had been killed in this
fighting, but Lon
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remenbered that Carl Hoper and Esau O Fallon were both dead. Carl had become a close friend over
the past three years. And O Fallon ... he had shown prom se, even if he tended to be too conbative

in his argunents. Kept ne on ny toes, Lon thought, smling over sonme of their nore intense

di scussions. Death was a routine occupational hazard for a nercenary who needed warfare to earn
his living. The Corps never tried to pretend otherwi se. "Death is our business, both the giving
and receiving," read a carved scroll just inside the entrance to the cenetery at the Corps' main
base. The dead, those who could be retrieved, and the wounded were always the first to return home
froma contract, carried in style at the head of the returning parade, past a formation of the
regi ments.

Lon's thoughts noved to Sara, although he could not take his usual joy in them There was a
certain pain to nmenories of Sara, and his | ove—ongi ng—for her. Death was too much on his nmnd
and how desperately he wanted to get honme to Dirigent, to Sara. Her image was blurred in his mnd
as if behind a curtain of tears. Lon felt a catch in his chest, a sublimnal pull toward tears of
his own. He lifted his head enough to open the visor of his helnet and rub at his eyes. He woul d
not cry, perhaps could not. Not now.

Distractions were fewin the afternoon heat. Fromtine to tinme Lon checked with his platoon
sergeants and squad | eaders, or listened for an update from Captain Olis or battalion. There was
little news, though, and no decision on what the nmercenaries would do next, or when. Only in the
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nmount ai ns, a thousand miles to the northeast, was any significant fighting taking place. Colone
Fl owers was pressing the fight against the battalions of Wst's arny that renained there, trying
to force a decision—er disengagenent sufficient to permit himto reinforce 2nd Battalion. The sun
slid toward the western horizon with agonizing sl owness through the hottest hours of the day. It
beat at Lon's mind, a nunbing inpulse that did not nunb the right things. It left his nmenory
operating at full speed.
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Lon tried to concentrate on a series of stretching exercises, but his trench did not give himroom
to reach full extension. The effort sinply reinforced the fet;ing of confinement. He lifted up to
scan the horizon, another way to occupy a minute or so occasionally.

It was, by Lon's helnet tineline, 1652 hours when Captain Orlis called again. "l guess we're
wai ting for dark," Olis said, his voice heavy, tired. "That nmight be what the eneny is waiting
for as well. If they're going to get anything done, it has to happen tonight. Tonmorrow night we'l|l

have 12th Reginment com ng in, and that should be that. At |east around Hope."

"Maybe we should do sonething before they get started, Captain,” Lon said. "Disrupt their plans
rather than wait to react to whatever they cook up." He closed his eyes at the reference to
cooking, a rem nder of how hot he felt.

"I know, but after dark our Shrikes can operate a lot nore safely than in the light. They'll be
dammed near invisible to the eneny. CIC says we've lost five so far. They don't want to risk al

of them Colonel Flowers will want themto cover any novement of troops fromthe nountains down
here, if they get enough clearance to bring in shuttles."”

"It gets dark about an hour earlier there than here, doesn't it, Captain?" Lon asked.

"About that. By the tinme the sun sets here, it should be full dark in the nountains."

JUdrin's sun becane a darker orange as it settled toward the horizon. There were none of the angry
reds that Lon recalled of sunsets on Earth. Aidrin was nearly free of man-nmade pollution. Wth
not hi ng nore productive to occupy his time, Lon watched this sunset with an intensity he had
rarely displayed for any natural phenonmenon. He renmenbered staring at his | ast sunset, and | ast
sunrise, on Earth with this sort of intensity, knowi ng they would be his |ast there and not
wanting to forget the slightest detail

Now he had seen to his nmen's needs, and his own. Everyone had eaten. Canteens had been refill ed.
The squad from first platoon had brought both water and food, making a couple of round-trips. The
mai n order had been to get as nuch rest as possible; the night night be | ong and busy. No one
moved fromthe slit trenches. Each man renmai ned al one, separated from his nearest squadmates by as
much as twenty-five feet. There had been no idle chatter over the squad radi o channels either

Not much chance the Westers will forget we 're here, Lon thought, but no need to rem nd them where
we are in case they're scoping our electronic em ssions. There had been no fornal order for

el ectronic silence, but the squad | eaders had cl anped down on | oose talk early on, w thout any
proddi ng from above.

The hours of waiting had exhausted Lon's nmenory, sonething of a blessing. There was a nunbing
quality to lying inactive under a blazing sun, sweating constantly but gaining little cooling from
its al nost i Mmedi ate evaporation. Even the deep worries that m ght otherw se have
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bl ossonmed into fear had been put to sleep, bored comatose. The afternoon had gi ven new vigor to
the ancient nmilitary maximof Hurry up and wait.

There seened little difference between wakeful ness and sl eep except when there was talk on the
radio. Lon had drifted in and out of a restless slunber. In other circunstances such a | azy

af ternoon mi ght have been wel conme, even with the swelter—perhaps with flies buzzing around, adding
a pl easant drone to somol ence. But there were no flies, nor anything resenbling them

Tropi cal heat had apparently spread its | assitude over Hope and its environs. Lon had heard no
gunfire in three hours, on the ground or in the air. Reports fromthe other conpanies of 2nd
Battal i on supported his conclusion. No fighting was going on. Wst's arny had dug hurried
positions as well and showed every inclination to wait for the dark and cool of night.

Sunset came at last, the sun touching the horizon and easing itself belowit. A slight breeze, the
first of the day, seemed to start when Aldrin's sun was about a third of the way bel ow t he al nost
flat western horizon

"We've got Shrikes conmng down to strike the Westers in the nountains,” a voice—ene of the
battal i on headquarters staff-said on a channel that connected all of the officers in 2nd
Battalion. "Shuttles will be waiting to come in on ten mnutes' notice if it's safe.”
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/ hope it works, Lon thought. It would be nice to have another battalion on hand for the night's
action against the troops West had brought south. O nore. But Lon did not expect niracles. The
rest of 7th Regi ment was engaged. They woul d be lucky to spring one battalion safely. Enough to
hold us until 12th Regi ment comes in tonorrow, Lon decided.

"Wel |, Tebba," Lon said, switching to his platoon sergeants' channel. "Get with your squad

| eaders. We'd best do sonme linbering up. If things go right, we night be noving before |ong.

don't want anyone staggering along like they're a hundred years old and drunk. And rake
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sure everyone's getting plenty of fluids. W don't want a lot of leg cranps."

Bot h sergeants acknow edged the orders. Lon lifted his faceplate to rub at his cheeks and eyes,
the first step toward forcing full alertness. He took his helmet off |ong enough to scratch at his
scalp and let a breath of air circulate around his head. Once his hel met was back in place—he
dared not leave it off |ong—he started a nore thorough set of |inbering-up exercises, stretching
arms and legs as well as he could in the shelter of his shallow hole. Wen he had finished the
routine, ten mnutes of nethodical work, he took several small sips of water, rolling the liquid
around in his nmouth each tinme before swall ow ng, taking maxi num benefit from m ni mal noi sture.

The approach of twilight seened to drop the tenmperature nore than the six degrees that Lon's

hel net sensor indicated. The setting of the sun hel ped, psychologically as well as physically.

An hour, nmaybe nore, Lon thought, considering howlong it m ght be before orders would cone to
start moving. Wth all the heat, he had taken less tine than usual at the junior officer exercise
of war-gaming, trying to guess what his superiors mght order and why. But he had done sone. There
did not seemto be many alternatives. The primary variable was whether 2nd Battalion had to
operate alone or had reinforcements fromone of the other battalions. The latter would make things
easier. Land the reinforcements beyond the Westers and drive them agai nst Hope. Mve 2nd Battalion
the sane way, try to force the eneny between two forces, make them fight in unfavorable

ci rcunmst ances or surrender. Hammrer-and-anvil tactics.

If West started sonething sooner, it would throw his cal cul ations out of whack. He waited for word
on the progress of the fight in the nountains to the northeast. But for quite sone tinme there was
not hi ng, not even routine updates.

The tropical dusk seenmed truncated to Lon. The sky went fromtw light to dark too quickly. The
first stars were
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visible in the east within mnutes of sunset, and the celestial carpet unrolled rapidly.

"Any minute now," Lon nunbled to hinself. It was dark enough that Shrikes would be visible only as
they occulted stars, and that would not give a man with a SAM Il auncher tine to get a prelimnary
target fix. And the Wester commander night start noving his nmen agai nst Hope just as quickly, now
that night had been draped across the area.

"Captai n?" Lon whispered after clicking his radio to the channel that connected himto Olis.

" Anyt hi ng happeni ng yet ?"

"I was just about to call you," Olis replied, also speaking in a whisper. "W're going to start
movi ng, but slowy. W stay |ow and cl ose the di stance between us and the Wsters. | nean | ow, on
stomachs. The idea is not to let the eneny know that we're noving. Wen sonmething starts, that
mght give us a little extra advantage. The conpass heading is one hundred degrees. On ny mark. W
nmove in about three mnutes.”

"Right, Captain,” Lon replied. Wiile Lon passed the orders to his noncons, he thought about the
course. The right end of the Iine would get closer to the outskirts of Hope on the nove, but never

near enough to conme within easy rifle range of the garrison there. | wonder if the others are
going to be noving closer to the eneny as well. Lon shrugged. If it had been inportant, Captain
Olis would have told him

Moving stealthily was basic drill for Dirigenters—taught a nercenary's first week in recruit

training, and every unit practiced the techniques regularly. The boast that a veteran Dirigenter
could sneak within twenty feet of an eneny, across open ground, w thout being spotted was not far
fromthe truth. "Ghost-in-the-night stuff," another cadet had suggested to Lon when they went
through training. It had seened spooky to Lon, even when the cadre had denonstrated just how good
they were—even when their trainees knew they were coning

It was sonmething like a ballet played out in ultraslow
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nmotion, the crablike scuttling forward, with frequent pauses, no one ever getting his stomach nore
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than an inch or two off the ground, propelling hinself forward with arms and legs, rifle balanced
on forearms. Breathing was controlled, slow and kept in rhythmw th notion. Men glanced to either
side to make certain they remained at proper distances fromtheir neighbors.

In sone ways it was nore taxing than running. Miscles cranped. Knees and el bows ached from scrapes
and the constant pressure on them Frequent stops hel ped, often after no nore than twenty or
thirty yards of crawling. But it was all done in alnost perfect silence. Sl ow novenent hel ped
squel ch the crackle of dry grain stubble the nen craw ed over. Radio traffic was kept to an

absol ute m nimum any tal king that was required was conducted sub-vocally. The insulation of DMC
battl e hel mets kept any hint of sound from escapi ng.

News filtered in slowy fromreginent. The fight in the nountains was continuing. Lon had been
crawing for thirty mnutes before word arrived that the other battalions had secured an area

| arge enough—and far enough fromthe eneny—for shuttles to come in. Third Battali on was boarding
now, and would be arriving within a half hour

"We're all going to open up on the eneny just before the shuttles arrive," Captain Orlis expl ai ned
to Lon and the pl atoon sergeants. "Keep the eneny distracted, nake sure they don't have a chance
to interfere with the |andings. Those are going to be spaced around Hope to let 3rd Battalion
close with the eneny as quickly as possible. W push the Wsters agai nst the town and press until
they have to surrender to avoid destruction. Qur role will be to cut off escape on this end of the
pocket . "

We could end up with a ot of panicky eneny soldiers charging straight through us to get away from
a worse situation, Lon thought. The tactic was not unexpected, but if the main eneny force east of
Hope tried to escape northward, through Al pha, the Westers m ght have i mmedi ate tactical odds of
four to one in their favor. It would be a question of just how discipline and desperation bal -
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anced in the stanmpede. And, so far, the Westers had shown thensel ves to be very highly disciplined
troops.

One flight of Shrikes was to the north, making certain that Wester interceptors could not contest
3rd Battalion's | andings. A second flight of Shrikes would be coming in to cover the I andings
directly, to add their fury to the assault against the Wester troops. Mjor Esterling had been
notified of the schedule so his garrison could take part in the diversionary strike. Hope's

sol diers would be at extrene range fromthe eneny concentrations, but they could add to the sound
and fury, and compound the enemy's confusion ... and fear.

Lon and his nen noved forward one slow yard at a tinme. The nore ground they covered before the
attack, the less they would have to cover under fire. The ache in el bows and knees, the protest of
cranmpi ng nuscles, all started to fade, partly a response of a body's natural and nano-boost ed
defenses, but nore from nmental accommodati on. They were al nost "normal" sensations now, and the
men focused on what was coning. The only remaining question was whether the Westers would remin
in place for the next twenty-odd mnutes, or start to execute whatever plans their conmander had
cooked up for the night before the Shrikes and 3rd Battalion arrived.

They have to have heard about the shuttles taking off by now, Lon decided. They 'Il either start
nmoving or dig in deeper and try to hold out. After only a few seconds of thought he decided that
the nost likely course would be for West to attack Hope now, fromall sides, hoping to break
through the defenses before nore nercenaries arrived. |If the Westers were successful at that, it
would limt the response the Dirigenters could nake. They would have to take care to mininize
civilian casualties in Hope, try to get in before the eneny could do too nuch damage or establish
thensel ves in the defensive positions Esterling's garrison had created. W don't want to have to
destroy Hope to free it, Lon told hinself.
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When the Westers east and south of Lon started to nove, ten minutes remained before the schedul ed
start of the diversionary attack on them The tinmetable had to be thrown out. Lon was not

surpri sed when the order cane.

"Hit them before they get too far fromtheir positions. Start the beaners firing now," Captain
Olis said.

Lon's men were too far fromthe eneny for slug throwers to be useful, but the nen with beaners
could find targets, linking their helnets' night-vision systens to the sights of their weapons.
The Dirigenters did not wait for the eneny to notice that they had come under fire. Thirty seconds
after Captain Otis passed along the coimand to start the beaners, he was back on Iine. "Up and at
"em We nove full out until we get to within four hundred yards, then down and slow" Olis gave
Lon time to relay those orders, then gave the final "Go!"
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As Lon scranmbled to his feet, he felt a noment of instability. Both knees started to buckle. He
had been flat on the ground for so long, lying in a trench through rmuch of the day, then craw i ng,
that his body resisted getting vertical. He used his rifle as a crutch to get up. Looki ng ahead
and around, he saw that nore than a few of the nen in his platoons were having the same kind of
troubl e.

" Capt ai n?"

"I know," Olis replied before Lon could explain why he was calling. "W're going to have to take
ten seconds to get the kinks out. Just do it quickly."

It was a nervous ten seconds. Standi ng exposed, even far enough away that nost rifle fire would be
only mnimally hazardous, nade everyone want to nove forward as soon as |egs woul d support them
Many nen |linped as they started forward, a slow wal k building only slowy to an awkward j og.
Neither Lon nor Orlis tried to slow the charge. Al they did was call noncons to keep the skirmsh
line dressed as best they coul d.

Al pha Company was ei ght hundred yards fromthe nearest eneny positions when they cane under heavy
rifle fire. The Westers had given up their attenpt to nove toward Hope and had returned to the

m ni mal defenses they
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had dug during the day to neet this attack. At eight hundred yards, rifle fire was only ninimally
accurate. Even with Westers firing short bursts of automatic fire, they caused few casualties.

The run forward was finally reined in. The men noved to a nore normal wal ki ng pace, crouched over
rifles up and at the ready. Only the nen with beaners had permission to fire. The rest held back
not wasting ammunition at long range. Lon felt the tenptation, though. He wondered how nuch a
determined volley of automatic rifle fire fromthe entire conmpany mght intimdate the Westers.

Not enough, he decided. / guess we do need to wait until we 're close enough to do sone real good.
At six hundred yards, Captain Orlis gave the order for a brief response. Men stopped to take the
best ai m possible and | oosed short bursts at the eneny. Then they noved forward, stopping after
another fifty yards to fire again.

If those volleys had any effect at all on the Westers, it was too slight for Lon to notice. As

Al pha came within five hundred yards of the eneny, it started to suffer casualties. Medtechs noved
up to care for the wounded. Lon nonitored the radio channel the nedics used. Two nmen were dead in
fourth platoon. There were at |least half a dozen wounded in each of his platoons; several of those
woul d need trauma tubes as quickly as they could be transported to them

But the shuttles carrying 3rd Battalion were |anding.

Lon had not noticed the first passes by the Shrikes that had cone in to cover the |andings. He had
been too intent on his nmen and the hazards directly in front of them Al pha Conpany reached the
five-hundred-yard mark, and Captain Orlis gave the order for the men to get down. They woul d
continue to advance, but it was back to slithering along on stonmachs, one squad in each platoon
movi ng while the other three squads |aid down covering fire.

As Lon went into a prone firing position, he finally noticed that his lungs were aching with the
effort of breathing. He was al nost gasping for air. He had to hold
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of f on shooting until his panting would not interfere with his aim

The first squads had already noved forward. The second squads in each platoon foll owed. The
trailing squads noved cl oser, getting thensel ves open fire zones. This, too, was a maneuver they
drilled in regularly, basic unit novenent.

Al pha did not get significantly closer to the eneny before the Westers started to nove. The
Westers on the east side of town started noving toward Hope again, across the front presented by

Al pha.
"Dress the line and hold it," Captain Olis ordered, speaking to the three platoon sergeants as
well as to Lon. "We're still here to hold the flank. Bravo will chase this ot in." A second |later

he added, "Qur turn will cone."

Across open sanna and harvested fields, Lon had a good view of what was happeni ng. The Wester
force between Hope and Bravo Conpany noved toward the town in a shall ow wedge, using tire and
maneuver tactics. Its nmortars were noved after every few rounds, brought closer until the
trajectory of their bonbs was al nost straight up and down and any additional novenent woul d put
the near side of Hope's defenses out of their reach. It was a highly disciplined attack, squads
and pl at oons | eapfroggi ng each other with practiced precision. Lon shivered at the idea of a
frontal assault, the nost deadly type of conbat for attacking soldiers. Even the cover of darkness
was not enough to make it a decent proposition. Unless the alternatives are worse, Lon conceded.
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He was not sure whether that was the case this time, or if Wst's determnation to take Hope from
the Eastmen was sinmply too strong for logic to be part of the calculation

Firing fromcarefully constructed defenses, the garrison and mlitia of Hope nmet the attack with
equal discipline. Lon wished nat they were on the same conmuni cations net so he could listen to
the talk inside the town. News did cone over the battalion's information circuit that the other
Wester forces were also attacking Hope, and the Dirigenters were in position to start attacking
the Westers from behind and the fl anks.

Bravo Conpany noved forward, rifles and beamers striking the Westers from behind, forcing themto
take aotke. The attack against Hope did not stop, but part of the attacking force had to turn to
try to fend off the ner-
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cenaries while their conrades continued to nove forward.

"If they get inside the town, it's a whole 'nother kettle of fish," Tebba G rana whispered to Lon
over their private circuit.

"They're not inside yet," Lon whispered back. "Here cone the Shrikes again."

Two Shrikes made another pass at the Westers, with rockets and cannons, raking the soldiers from
north to south, then returning to repeat the maneuver south to north. The Wsters | aunched

m ssiles at the Shrikes. Lon closed his eyes against the glare as one found its target.

"Maybe we should be hitting them too," Tebba suggested. "Hit 'emfromevery side at once. They'd
have to surrender.”

' 'Maybe,'' Lon said. And maybe not. It seened possible that nothing woul d nake this eneny
surrender. They might have to be destroyed. "The orders are for us to wait," he rem nded G rana
"W're to keep themcontained if they try a breakout."

The Wester advance agai nst Hope sl owed, then stopped with the Ieading Iine nearly two hundred
yards fromthe outer defenses. A series of |and nines, planted days before, was detonated, one or
two at a time, catching the attackers. The Westers turned then and concentrated their fire on
Bravo Conpany behind them forcing the nercenaries to stop noving in.

"Ckay, we're going to slide inalittle closer," Captain Olis announced. "W want to get within
two hundred yards of their flank, put nore pressure on them?"

Lon acknow edged the change of orders with something approaching relief. Sitting on the sidelines
was hard on the nerves. Maybe they could help end the fight quickly.

The nove was done slowy, on stomachs. No one wanted to alert the Westers prematurely. Lon kept an
eye on the range-finder on his helnet's head-up display. If they got within two hundred yards
undet ected, the gunfire they would be able to add to the fray would be devastating. Wth bullets
conming in fromthree sides, the Wsters woul d have to surrender or die.
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They were spotted eighty yards short of their goal. The Wsters turned nortars and rifl es agai nst
Al pha Conpany. For a few minutes the eneny seened to concentrate exclusively on them until Al pha
had to stop. The nen started to scrape out dirt to give thenselves a little cover, while returning
the eneny's fire.

"There's been a breakout on the other side of Hope," Captain Olis inforned Lon and Al pha's
noncons. "A battalion of the eneny broke through the line Charlie and Delta had around them It

| ooks like they're com ng our way."

"We'd best take care of this batch in a hurry then, hadn't we?" Lon asked. "So we can get ready
for the others?"

"I't would be nice," Orlis agreed, "but Bravo makes the push. W just He here and do what we can."
The range was |ong but not inpossible. Lon had his men inprove their cover. Al anyone coul d do
was scrape out a little dirt and pile it in front for a few inches of protection. Mst of the
eneny fire was high anyway. But enough cane in at the proper height to cause casualties. The

medi cs stayed busy.

It was the garrison of Hope that had the best vantage. Behind barricades and nakeshift walls, they
had a few feet of altitude, letting themfire dow into the eneny. Lon | ooked toward Hope, then to
the east, where Bravo and the new arrivals from3rd Battalion were again trying to edge cl oser
They' Il have to stop eventually, Lon thought, before they get close enough to start taking
friendly fire.

Lon opened his nmapboard and | ooked over the area, trying to nake sense of the scattered

depl oyments of Westers and nmercenaries. Both were fragnented, dispersed on all four sides of Hope.
Only the garrison of Hope presented a unified body, and they were in the center, at (he focus of
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the battle. The nmilitia did not have .helmets with electronics that could be traced by C C and

di spl ayed on the mapboard. But the rest of the troops 'couki be tracked. Different-col ored blips
represented mer-
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cenaries, Esterling's troops, and the Wsters. Wth the scale on the mapboard set so Lon could see
the entire battlefield at once, sone of the different-colored blips were so close together that
they appeared to be in the same |ocation

"A hell of a way to run a war," Lon nmunbled as he adjusted the map scale to focus on the nearest
threats. If the Westers just south of Al pha turned and cane toward them it might be rough. Al pha
woul d be out nunbered five to one—ot counting the nercenaries fromBravo and 3rd Battali on who
woul d, Lon hoped, be hot on the tail of the Wsters. He scrolled the view on his mapboard around
Hope slowy, |ooking for novenent by the other contingents of the Wester arny. There was one force
on the south, another on the west. Both were noving around the fixed barricades of Hope, | ooking
for either a weak point in the town's defenses or a chance to consoli date.

That's new,, Lon thought. The last tine he had | ooked, the Westers had been trying to force their
way straight into Hope. Now everyone was nmoving. And Dirigenters were noving with the eneny,
chasing, for the nost part, held back by barrages of nortar fire. Lon's perusal was interrupted by
soft words from Captain Olis over the conpany's all-hands channel

"M nd your front. They're noving our way."

Lon flipped his mapboard shut and slid it into the pocket designed for it on the leg of his

battl edress as he searched the front. The Westers were definitely com ng toward Al pha, but they
were nmoving slowy, still a disciplined unit even though they were facing eneny fire on three
sides. They stayed low, crawing, fire and maneuver tactics as practiced as anything the
nmercenaries were capabl e of.

' 'Get the grenadiers ready as soon as the Westers come in range," Lon told his platoon sergeants.
"W m ght not have nortars, but RPGs ought to slow themdown." And thin themout, he thought. Wi
and Tebba gave terse acknow edgnents. They probably had the nmen alerted already, Lon realized. It
was rare when he thought of
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sonet hi ng before his senior noncoms, both of whom had nore than five tines his length of service
in the DMC.

"There's about a battalion right in front of us,"” Lon said, still on the channel that connected
himto the sergeants. "W can't expect themto just fall apart because it's us they cone up

agai nst. They're good, nmaybe as good as we are."

Nei t her sergeant replied to that. Captain Olis cane online again, to tell Lon that 3rd Battalion
was the only reinforcenment they could expect until 12th Reginment |anded. "And that won't be until
sunset tonorrow, it looks like," Olis added. "Until then we're on our own." / already anticipated
that, Lon thought. Col onel Flowers had to keep enough troops with him Unless they could break
everyone out, he had to retain the firepower to hold off the eneny in the nountains.

Lon wiggled his body side to side a little, squirnmng the dirt, |looking for even a fraction of an
inch of ~additional cover. The Westers had closed to within two hundred yards, and they had
skirm shers concentrating on “Al pha's positions. They know where we are, Lon thought, started
listening for the whine of nortar bonmbs, ex-pecting them Dreading them

When they cane, it was a sudden storm three or four enortars working in concert, |aunching bonbs
as quickly "as the gunners could |l oad the tubes. The aimwas still 'tpoor. The nortarnmen were
setting up, |lobbing a few rounds, then nmoving, operating w thout spotters to correct ; their aim
The bonbs went off over a wide area, many of tiiemfar enough behind Al pha's positions that they
could do no harm But a few did strike closer

, Two nortar bonbs expl oded al nost sinultaneously, eighty yards left of Lon and not nore than ten
yards apart. Some of the debris showered down on him He kept his face in the dirt until the rain
stopped. As soon as clods of dirt and pebbles stopped hitting around him Lon was up and shooting

again. The eneny was still noving closer. ~"lieutenant Nol an?" The voi ce was Lead Sergeant s*
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"What is it, JinP" Lon asked.

"It's the captain, sir. He was hit by one of those nortar rounds. He's alive, but in pretty bad
shape. The nedics are with him | guess you've got the conpany until he cones back. |1've already
i nforned the noncons in second platoon.'

"Right. How is second doi ng?" Lon used the head-up display on his faceplate to find the blip
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representing Zie-gler
"We're holding, sir. Taking casualties, but holding."

"Good. Sane here. I'Il notify battalion that the captain has been wounded. | want you to get first
pl at oon noving toward us. Right now we need them nore here than guardi ng our tents."
"Yes, sir. | think that's a good idea. Don't know if they'll make it in time, though." Ziegler did

not mention that he had suggested that course to Captain Orlis and been turned down.
Lon nade his call to battalion and spoke directly to Col onel Black. Lon told the colonel that he

was bringing up the conpany's |ast platoon. "Hold as best you can there, Nolan," Black said. "I'm
trying to get a couple nore Shrikes in, but I don't knowif they'Il get here in tinme to help you
much. "

Lon switched back to the channel that connected himw th the conpany's |ead sergeant. "Jim | want
your advice. What if we pull in the nen on either end of the line, give ourselves sonething

approaching a full perinmeter?

"M ght help, sir, if we can do it fast enough," Ziegler said. "The way we're | ayi ng now, al
they've got to do is run right over us and pick us off as they go. W' ve got no depth but the one
squad in each platoon we've had trailing, and no flanks."

"Do it. You start second platoon around on your side, three squads at least. |I'Il do the sane with
fourth on this side.”

Al pha' s grenadi ers |launched their first salvo of grenades just then, as the enemy cane to within
120 yards. Lon called Wil Jorgen and told himto start pulling his
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men around—the three squads that were on the front.

"W can't stop the Westers in a line, but maybe we can put up enough fire that they' |l flow around
us," Lon said. He switched back to his channel to JimZegler. "It looks as if first platoon is
too far back to reach us before the Westers do. I'"'mgoing to redirect first east. Maybe they can

hook up with Bravo if they can't reach us. If we can't hold, first would be hung out to dry if
they're on their own."

"Can | nake a suggestion, Lieutenant?" Ziegler asked.

"Anytine."

"Let first platoon set up behind us, naybe a little to one side or the other. If we're overrun
they can stay put as an anbush. Even if we go down, we're going to slow the Westers. That and an
anbush fromfirst platoon ought to give the rest of our people tine to close in on the Wsters,"
/1 mght mean sacrificing first platoon as well as the rest of the conpany, Lon thought, but he
realized that Zi egler would have taken that into consideration. Lon hesitated for only an instant
before he said, "Okay, set it up."

/ get command of a conpany for the first time, and it looks as if nmaybe the only thing | can do is
watch it be destroyed, Lon thought, in grimappreciation of the situation

"Pull the lines in tighter," he ordered, connecting to all of the platoon sergeants. "Let's give
themthe nearest thing to a solid wall we can.” It was a trade-off. Bringing the nmen closer would
| eave them nore vul nerable to nortars and grenades, but they would present a tougher surface. If
we're going to nake them break around us, this is the only thing that can hel p.

The conpany's grenadiers were firing as quickly as possible, expending five-round clips in
seconds, then rel oading. There was no sense in trying to conserve amunition—not to |leave it for
the enemy. Lon was slow to notice that the eneny's nortars had stopped. The nor-tarnen were noving
forward with the rest of their troops

254

Rl CK SHELLEY

and were too close to Al pha. They could not elevate their weapons enough to drop the rounds that
cl ose.

Lon | oaded a fresh nmagazine into his rifle and set another full one on the ground w thin easy
reach. He reached al ong his side and unsnapped the flap on his pistol holster. Before |ong the
fight would get close enough for that.

"Fi x bayonets," Lon ordered when the | eading Westers were within a hundred yards. He let off
several short bursts of rifle fire before he obeyed his own order

Second and fourth platoons had finished pivoting to the sides. Lon directed the rearnost squad of
each closer in, toward the center. Everyone was still facing south, but the nen on the flanks
could turn quickly enough if the eneny went around the human bl ockade. And the squads that had
originally been trailing the skirmsh line could turn to face north, or either flank, wherever
their fire mght be nost useful

As the di stance between Al pha and the eneny continued to decrease—with extrenme sl owness nowthe
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nunmber of casualties on both sides increased. Inside one hundred yards, even prone nen were highly
vul nerabl e. There was nowhere to go, no way to escape, for either side. Behind and to the right of
the Westers, other mercenaries were noving closer, trying to take pressure off of Alpha, but it
was not clear to Lon that they could arrive soon enough to do anything but count bodies and

adm nister first aid to anyone who survived.

"Sara, | love you," Lon whispered after switching off his transmitter, just for that instant.

The enemy was ninety yards away when their skirm sh line got up and started running forward,
abandoning the illusion of safety on the ground to close quickly, firing as they came, rifles on
full automatic, profligate with ammunition. Lon's nen were equally abandoned, firing entire clips
at once, panning back and forth across narrow kill zones directly in front of them The eneny was
too close for many msses, but no natter how nany Westers fell, there seened to be as nany ready
to take their places.
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"They're not going around,” Lon said on the circuit that connected himto Al pha' s noncons.
"They're going to try to run right over us."

"Nol an, there are two Shrikes conming in, but it's going to be five mnutes before they arrive,"
Col onel Bl ack said, breaking into Lon's words to his noncons. "Can you hold that |ong?"

"They'll be all over us in five nminutes, Colonel, maybe past us," Lon said.

"Hang tough. Bravo and a conpany from 3rd Battalion will hit themfromthe east in thirty
seconds. "

Thirty seconds or thirty years. It won't make nuch difference to us, Lon thought. Nolan's Last
Stand. A man could run eighty yards in fifteen seconds, even burdened by a full |oad of conbat

gear and firing a rifle. Lon raised up to give hinself a better angle of fire, holding down the
trigger of his rifle until the bolt stayed back over an enpty magazine. By the tine he had a new
magazine fitted, and the bolt run to put the first round in the chanber, the eneny was forty yards
away, close enough to be in range of hand grenades. Except for the nen who carried RPG | aunchers,
every enlisted man carried two hand grenades. Those were used freely now, and they did slow the
enenmy down... but only nonmentarily. Westers fell. Mre noved forward into the front |ine and cane
on.

If a battalion of Westers had started the assault on Al pha Conpany, fewer than half were stil

able to fight when they closed with Lon and his nen. Al pha's nmen stayed on the ground until the
eneny was fifteen yards away. Then Lon gave the order to get up and close with the eneny. It was
time for bayonets and fists.

Lon stood with his nen, rifle in his right hand, pistol in the left, firing both. He dropped the
pi stol when the nagazi ne was enpty and noved toward the nearest Wester with his bayonet. He
parried the Wester's initial thrust with the butt of his rifle, then pivoted |l eft and slashed with
the bl ade of his own bayonet. The Wester countered and the two nmen came face to face, their
weapons pressing agai nst each other. Lon pushed forward and
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brought a knee up into his opponent's groin. As the nan doubl ed over, Lon kneed himagain, in the
head, knocking the man's helnmet off. As the Wester fell backward, Lon brought his rifle around and
fired a three-shot burst into himthe nmuzzle no nore than eighteen inches fromthe Wster's chest.
Anot her Wester was coming. Lon had no time to get turned and set to neet him He dove to the
ground and rolled, comng back to his feet behind this new Wester, who had turned and started at
Lon again. A bullet fromthe side dropped the Wester, but Lon had no idea who had fired the shot.
Lon noved toward the nearest of his own nen, and the eneny. There were scores of individual fights
going on, a tangle that confused the sides. Only the pattern of battle-dress canmoufl age and the
shape of helnets all owed anyone to tell friend from foe.

At first Lon did not notice the additional DMC uniforns com ng-fromthe |eft, behind the Wsters.
Three or four mnutes passed before the renmaining Westers in this section of the greater battle
realized that they were in a hopel ess position and started to surrender—ene or two at a tine.

Lon stood as he had been, his rifle at port arms, nunb, alnbst as if he were waiting for another
enemy. He was conscious only of the heaving of his own breath, and the exertion and fear he had
been unable to feel during the fight.

"Li eutenant?" Lon did not respond, did not really hear the voice or notice the Dirigenter standing
right next to him

"Lon?" He blinked, turning his head slowy. He still needed tine to realize that he was being
addressed, and to recogni ze the voice of the nman next to him

"What is it, Phip?" he asked.
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"You're bleeding." Steesen gestured toward Lon's left arm
Lon | ooked down. There was a gash across his upper arm He reached across with his other armto

touch the
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wound. Hi s hand cane away bl oody. "I guess | am" he said, dully. He felt no pain, nothing. "Is it
over ?"

"It is here. Bravo and the lads from3rd got to us. | guess the rest are still fighting."

How many nmen do | have left? Lon wondered, but what he asked was, "Dean?" Phip and Dean were the
two closest friends he had | eft anong the enlisted personnel of the conpany.

"He's cut up a little, but he'll be okay," Phip said.

"W got hurt bad tonight, Phip," Lon said, knowing he should start checking with his sergeants,

Zi egler and the platoon sergeants, to find out how badly. But he had to concentrate on this first.
Phip was right in front of him

"We did," Phip agreed, "but we did ourselves proud. Let nme put a patch on that arm Lieutenant,
before you | ose nore blood."

Lon started to wave off Phip's offer of help. There were undoubtedly others who needed attention
nmore. But the wave did not get conpleted. Vision closed in on Lon and he passed out, al nost
hitting the ground before Phip could catch him

There had been a dream but it fled too rapidly for Lon to grasp even the vaguest sense of what it
had been about when he woke. He blinked several tinmes before he realized he didn't know where he
was. Wiat had happened was slow to present its fractured menories. Then there was surprise. Lon
had not wakened in a trauma tube, ready to be released fromtreatnent. He was on a cot. There was
light around him but not bright enough to hurt his eyes. Lon was not surprised to see Lead
Sergeant Jim Ziegler standing at the foot of his bed, but the presence next to Ziegler of Mjor
Esterling was unexpect ed.

"Wl come back, Lieutenant," Esterling said.

Lon blinked several tines. Wrds were slowto formin his mnd, slower to reach his mouth. "Wat
happened?"

"They had too many people waiting for trauma tubes, Lieutenant," Ziegler said. "The way the

medt ech explained it, they kept you in the bare mni num necessary, then sedated you and noved you
to a bed. You had a bad gash on your arm and sonme smaller cuts from shrapnel. They said you | ost
a lot of blood." The nedtech had been nore enphatic than that, but Ziegler was not ready to tel
Lon just how close his call had been.. "But you'll be all right now, sir. Good as new."

"The conpany?" Lon asked.

"Bad enough, Lieutenant, but not as bad as we thought it was going to be. Twelve dead, sixty-seven
wounded, forty-two bad enough to need time in a tube, and twelve will need regen and rehab tine
before they return to duty."”
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Lon blinked once. "Captain Olis?"

"Back aboard Long Snake. Lost part of an armand |l eg. He's one of the peopl e needing double-R "
Finally Lon shifted his gaze back to Esterling. "Sorry to ignore you |like that, Mjor, but |I had
to know about ny people."”

"Of course you did," Esterling said. "lI'd have done the sanme if it were the prinme mnister wanting
my attention. You and your lads did a bang-up job. One of the nost remarkable feats of soldiering
| ever hope to see.”

"I's it over?" Lon asked.

Esterling shrugged. "CQur piece of it—for now, at |east. There are a few snall bands of Westers
runni ng | oose, but not close. Your people are chasing themdown, |last | heard. And your
reinforcenents will be on the ground in another three hours or so, so maybe the rest of it wll
end soon as well."

"Three hours?" Lon asked. "Just what time is it?"

"After eighteen hundred hours, Lieutenant," Ziegler said.

"I've been out, what, about fifteen hours?"

"Something like that. Like | said, sir, they could only give you the mininumtine in a tube. The
rest you've been in bed here with the nmedbugs buil di ng new bl ood for you and finishing the patch
j ob on your wounds."

"The nmedtech should be along to check you out any minute now, Lieutenant," Mjor Esterling said.
Your people and mi ne have been working together—+ather well, | must say. It's only been in the
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past hour or so that sonme of them have been able to get off their feet for a few mnutes."

"How di d you make out in Hope?" Lon asked. He glanced to either side. Since he was in a building
and not a tent, he assuned he was in the town.

Esterling chuckled in anticipation of the pun he could not resist. "W never |ost Hope. Not one of
the Westers got through ... not until he was a prisoner and the battle was over. I've no fault to
find with my own nen or with the civilian mlitia, but our safety was, in |arge neasure,
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due to your people. Wthout your |ads we'd have been overrun for sure.”

"Casual ti es?" Lon asked.

"Not as nmany as there nmight have been were we fighting alone, or if your people had been |ess.
val i ant, Lieutenant."

"I do want to thank you for coming to see ne, Major," Lon said. "And | don't want to sound

ungraci ous, but right now ny greatest desire is to find a nmedtech to let me out of here. |'ve got
men to see to."

The major grinned. "I'll see if | can't scare one up. | hope we get to talk again before you | eave
Aldrin."

"I do also. Wien | can set duty aside a little better."

Esterling left the room Lon started to sit up, waving Ziegler around to the side of the bed as he
moved. "Who has the company now?" Lon asked.

"Well, sir, I've been nminding the store until you get back. Since we're out of the fighting,

Col onel Bl ack said he couldn't spare an officer to baby-sit us while you napped.”

Lon shrugged. If Al pha Conpany was out of the fighting, they might actually |leave himin charge
until the reginment returned to Dirigent and permanent changes could be nade. ' 'Are the nmen here
in town, or back out at our previous luxury retreat?"

“In town, sir. Still in tents, but we're right in the plaza now, in the mddle of everything."
"It can wait until we get out of here, but I'mgoing to want the casualty lists first off. Then
talk to the platoon sergeants and squad | eaders. Have | got anything to wear but this hospita

t hronaway?" Lon asked, |ooking at the disposable gown he was in.

"Yes, sir. On the chair, t'other side of the bed. |I'Il get them" Ziegler said. "But don't you
think you should wait until the nmedtech makes it official?"

"Probably, but if he's not here pretty dammed fast, I'mgoing to start without him H nm?" He

| ooked at Ziegler

"All 1've seen in here were nen, Lieutenant. Dispen-;8ary in the mlitary conpound." Ziegler
grinned. "l've
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had conmplaints froma few of the nmen about that. Seens getting fixed up isn't enough for sone of
them They want pretty nurses, too."

The nedtech insisted that Lon drink a tall glass of orange juice before he would release him "It
hel ps, sir," the nedtech said. "Really it does."” Lon was not certain about that. He still felt
weak when he left the dispensary with Sergeant Ziegler at his side. It would not have been |ike
that if he had spent a full four hours in the trauma tube. He would have wakened about ready for
anything if that had been the case.

On the wal k to the conpany's new bi vouac, two hundred yards fromthe garrison's conpound, Ziegler
nanmed the conpany's dead. He did not have to consult his portable conmplink. Lon listened to the
slow roster. "They've already been transported up to Long Snhake," Ziegler concluded, "along with
the others the battalion lost." Both men were carrying their helnets rather than wearing them Lon
had not asked where his weapons were. He assuned they were being | ooked after

"I'f trouble comes, how prepared are we to neet it?" Lon asked when they reached the tent that was
t he conpany conmmand post. It had been Captain Olis's tent. Nowit was Lon's.

"We've got ammunition. W can nuster four platoons, though they're all shorthanded," Ziegler said.
"By norning we'll be in better shape, with the last of the wounded back fromtreatnment, those not
shi pped up for double-R And everyone will have a little nore sleep by then. That puts the |ast
fight farther back in the head, if you know what | nean."

"I know," Lon said quietly. Like a nightmare after waking, the horror of the battle would fade ..
but never conpletely.

Lon sat at the folding table in the front half of the tent. Ziegler slid a conplink in front of
him keyed to the casualty lists. Wile Lon was |ooking through those, Ziegler took out a neal
pack, opened it to start it self-heating,
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and set in on the table next to the conplink.

"The nedtech said to nake sure you get plenty to eat tonight and in the norning," Ziegler
expl ai ned when Lon gl anced up. "He said whether you want it or not." He pulled a canteen froma
box on the floor and set it on the table as well. "Filled fresh this afternoon, here in town."
"As soon as | finish these lists," Lon said quietly. / don't want to eat while |I'mreadi ng about
our dead and wounded.

He had not finished eating when a call cane from Col onel Black. "Come on over to my HQif you're
feeling fit," Black said. "Your |ead sergeant can tell you where to find it."

Lon asked Ziegler after the colonel had disconnected. "Yes, sir. The colonel's got hinself fixed
up real good. The locals here I et himuse the back roomat the pub. Swear to God, Lieutenant,"

Zi egl er added when he saw the | ook of disbelief on Lon's face. "Got its own door, over on the
side, just about due east fromwhere we are now "

Lon nodded slowy. "I remenber where it is. I'll want to talk to the platoon sergeants when | get
back, and the squad | eaders, too, if it isn't too late. Has battalion said whether we're supposed
to nount sentries or anything?"

"Not hi ng was said, Lieutenant. | figured on two nen at a tine, plus a corporal here to keep us
posted i f anything happens. It's just us and Delta in town. Bravo and Charlie are still outside,
along with 3rd Battalion, but 3rd is ready to nmove north, set to land just behind the shuttles
from12th Regi nent."

Lon found his way to the side door of the pub without difficulty. A tent had been set up just
outside. Battalion Lead Sergeant Zal GCsier was in the doorway of the tent, talking to one of his
cl erks.

"dad to see you up again, Lieutenant," Gsier said. "The colonel is expecting you, sir. Just go
right onin."

Lon said thanks, then turned the doorknob and went Into the pub's back room-aow battalion
headquart ers.
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"Cone on in, Nolan," Colonel Black said, |ooking up fromthe table he was working on. "You fit?"
"Yes, sir, good as new,'1l Lon said.

"Good, good," Black said, nodding his acceptance of the lie. "Have a seat. If you feel up to it,
I"Il ring for the landlord and see if we can't get a beer or sonething.”

"A beer would go down nicely, Colonel,” Lon said, grinning in spite of hinself. "Very nicely."

Bl ack ordered the beers. "Olis is going to be out of action for at least two nonths," the col one
said while they were waiting for their drinks. "Damed inconvenient, especially after Al pha | ost
Hoper and O Fallon, but there's nothing to do but nake the best of it." He shook his head. "Hard
luck all around for your lads," he said, nore softly.

Bl ack postponed the official talk until they had sanpled their drinks and expressed approval of
the beer, brewed right on the prem ses. "Brewed, not replicated,” Black said. "That gives it high
marks indeed to conme out this well," Black told the |andlord before he left.

"I don't like to do any unnecessary shuffling around of personnel," Black said when he and Lon
were atone again. "Shift people around here, then have to shift again when we get back to Dirigent
and do nore pernanent reorganization. Bad for norale if men get to thinking they've got their

officer for a week or what. So, for now, |I'mleaving Al pha in your hands. You assumed command in
battl e when your captain becane a casualty, all good and proper. | see no reason to change that
before we get back to Dirigent. Olis will still be taking up his position as ny full-tinme

adj utant when he returns to duty. | can't give you two platoon | eaders, though, just one
Iieutenant from Charlie Conpany, Jeb Rogers. He's junior to you by a year or so."

"I know Jeb fairly well, Colonel. |I'msure we can work together w thout difficulty."

"I don't know how nuch | onger the ness here is going to last. W hurt West badly |ast night.
They're out three battalions of good soldiers, killed, captured, or broken into
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smal | units on the run. The rest of the reginment has hurt Wst as well, up in the nmountains. Wth
any luck, we've had our bit of fighting for this contract, but | can't give any guarantees. You'l
have to keep your men ready for whatever cones."

"Al pha has good nen, Col onel.™

Bl ack' s harrunph seenmed so predictable that Lon al nost | aughed when it cane. "There is one other
thing, Nolan," the colonel said, not nmeeting Lon's eyes. "In the dispatches and so forth that 12th
brought out there was one itemthat might interest you. Corps finally vetted your narriage
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application. You can go ahead with the weddi ng as soon as we get home, whenever that is."

Lon blinked once, absorbing the news. "Thank you, sir."

Now all we have to do is get home, Lon thought as he wal ked back to Al pha' s conmand post—his CP
But the prospect of an early return followed by a quick marriage left himwith mxed feelings. He
was still eager for the wedding, but... As soon as we get back to Dirigent, they "Il bring in a
new conmmander for the conmpany. A captain or a senior |ieutenant who was due pronotion. The odds
were strongly against a lieutenant with only three years in rank being left in comrmand of a

conpany.
Lead Sergeant Ziegler was waiting when Lon got back. "The col onel has decided to |l eave ne in
conmmand of Al pha until we get hone," Lon said. "Captain Orlis still noves to battalion when he's
fit again."

Zi egler nodded. "It's the only way he can make major."

"There is that," Lon agreed, nodding back. "Lieutenant Rogers is coming over fromCharlie. He'l
have first and second platoons. I'll double as |leader for third and fourth. That keeps the

disruptions to a mininum" And paves the way for whoever they bring over to take over when we get
hone, he thought. He could go quietly back to sinply being the | eader of his sane two pl atoons.
" 'Lieutenant Rogers should be here al nbst any m nute,
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sir," Ziegler said. "I had a call fromthe | ead sergeant over to Charlie to et me know he was on
his way."

"Is there a tent set up for hinP"

"I'n the works now, Lieutenant. | put three nen on it soon as | got the word. Over with first and

second pl atoons. "

Lon smiled. "Sonmeday |'mgoing to have to find out how sergeants get to be psychics, Jim
Ziegler grinned. "Trade secret, sir. You have to be a sergeant to find out."

Jeb Rogers arrived fifteen mnutes later. "They couldn't find transportation, so | wal ked," he
told Lon as soon as he had "officially"” reported. Rogers was several inches taller than Lon and
just as lanky. He | ooked like, and was, a distance runner. That was how Loa had net him on the
track at canp on Diligent. He was two years younger than Lon

"We are foot soldiers, Jeb. Take a load off." The two nen sat in the tent, Lon on the edge of his
bunk, Jeb on the chair. Lon explained the situation and the chain of comrand. "You're getting good
men, but we've all had a rough fight."

"l know. My old CO gave ne a conplete briefing on the spot you were in |ast night; then he gave ne
the news to pack ny kit and nove."

"Your platoon sergeants will be along in a couple of minutes. I'll introduce you, and you can go
of f and get acquainted with your men. Wth 12th Regi nent about to |land and our 3rd Battalion going
north, maybe West will cone to its senses and we won't have any nore fighting of our own on this
contract."

"We can hope," Jeb said.

It was barely twenty-four hours |ater when that hope was dashed.

Second Battalion's shuttles |anded south of Hope just after sunset. Col onel Black had just
completed his officers' call for the battalion, and given the officers tine to get back to their
conpany with the news.

"Qur job is to neutralize their nunber two air base,” Lon told the nen of Al pha Company. "It's
just outside Port Orca, eighty mles west of their capital. If fleet intelligence is anywhere near
correct, they have only minimal ground assets to guard the aircraft and support facilities. The
troops nornmally stationed there are in the east, involved in the fighting in the nmountains. CQur
opposi tion should be, at nost, one conpany of regular infantry, perhaps a conpany of the air
wing's ground support crews, and a few odds and ends." / hope it's not nore than that, Lon
thought. We're not up to handling nmuch nore.

Col onel Bl ack had skirted the same thought in his briefing. "It may be too soon for an offensive
landing like this, but the Westers seemto be settling in for a fight, and our regi nenta
commanders decided that the nore pressure we put on rapidly, the better the odds of changing their
m nds. W go in tonight. If necessary, East will bring a battalion of troops across the nountains
in Corps shuttles tonorrow evening for a landing near the Wester capital. The idea is still to
force negotiations, but it now |l ooks as if the Wsters may need a | ot of persuasion.”

"You' ve got forty-five mnutes to eat and get ready to leave," Lon told the conpany. "Don't forget
the nmeal. Hard telling when breakfast will be."
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Then he went over the plan of attack on mapboards with Jeb Rogers, Jim Ziegler, and the platoon
sergeants. The latter would brief their squad | eaders, who were getting their nmen ready. "W cone
in northeast of the air base, deploy our initial perineter, then nove agai nst the hangars and
barracks." Lon indicated each of the salient points on his mapboard, a cursor on each of the other
mapboards slaved to his so there could be no m stakes.

"There's only one bridge across this river that runs between Port Oca and the air base," Lon
noted, his cursor lingering on the bridge. "W can't count on Shrike support for the |anding,

t hough Col onel Bl ack said we might have two to cover us against air attack. That nmeans we've got
to take care of the bridge ourselves." Lon shrugged. "The last shuttle in, fromDelta, will [aunch
rockets at the bridge before it lands. The way the tinming goes, those rockets should be hitting as
we' re | anding."

"A wake-up call for the locals,” Jeb Rogers said. "If they don't see us conming, they'll know we're
there when the bridge bl ows."
"It may cause enough confusion to give us a breakthrough,” Lon said. "W'Il be comng in on the

far side of the base, two mles in the opposite direction. If they think the expl osions mark where
the attack is coming, it could give us a few m nutes unhindered to deploy. And the rest of the
shuttles will hit the buildings inside the air base after they drop us off, unless they're running
fromeneny fighters."

After the platoon sergeants went back to their platoons, Lon ate his own supper with Jeb and Jim
"You' d have thought that the colonels would have given West nmore tine to digest their situation
before ordering us in," Rogers said. "Hell, it's politicians who need to figure out that they
can't win. They need nore than one day to jawbone thenselves into realizing what they're up

agai nst."

Lon shrugged. He had no real argunent with what Jeb said. "Maybe the colonels don't want to give
t he eneny
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time to regroup, not after the fight they' ve been putting up," he said.

"Cuts both ways, sir," JimZegler said. "W wait, and naybe the Wsters have tinme to convince

t hemsel ves that maybe they hurt us so bad we'll be extra careful, and maybe they can talk their
way into a better deaf."

Lon boarded a shuttle as conpany commander for the first time. The knot in his stomach felt the
size of his battle helnmet. Don't let nme fail nmy nmen, Lon thought, his eyes held closed for an
instant behind the tinted faceplate of his helnet. It was as close to a prayer as he could cone.
There was a final check from Col onel Black before the shuttles were buttoned up, ready for
takeof f. Lon checked with Rogers and Ziegler. The platoon sergeants and squad | eaders were tending
to their men. Lon stayed out of that. He had already given his own brief pep talk.

When the shuttle pilot gave Lon a warning that takeoff would be in thirty seconds, Lon passed it
al ong and gave a final tug to his safety harness to nmake certain it was as snug as possible. The
entire flight would be atnospheric, hopping hedges and wavetops. The plan was for the flight to
head sout hwest until the shuttles were well out to sea, then curve around to conme in on Port Orca
fromdie northwest, low and hot. Riding at low altitudes, fast, in a shuttle could be bunpy. It
was not what they were designed for, and atnospheric turbul ence could buffet passengers around
badl y.

There were too many enpty seats in the shuttle. Each of the craft was designed to hold two

pl atoons and part of the headquarters detachnent. Neither of Al pha's shuttles would be full for
this trip. As his |lander nade its short takeoff run, Lon tried not to ook at the enpty pl aces,
but could not keep his eyes fromthem And he could not stop the thought How nany nore will be
enmpty when we finish this fight tonight? He did not wonder if his seat would be one of the enpty
ones. It never occurred to himto worry about his own survival. Going frombeing the junior
lieutenant in Al pha Conmpany to being its com
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mander had happened too fast, and in the worst way.

As soon as the shuttle was up and on its way, Lon pulled out his mapboard and started goi ng over
the terrain at the other end of the flight. There had been too little tine to study the charts.
Lon liked to go in knowing the land as if he had been there before. But he had never heard the
nane Port Orca until Colonel Black had said they were going in. Tonight.

The town was not right on the ocean, but several niles up a snmall river. Port Orca was on high
ground, with the wharves for its fishing fleet fifty feet lower, at the base of a fifty-degree
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rock slope. The river ran through a gorge. There was a fifty-foot cliff on the north side. That
means they can't easily use floaters—ground effect vehicles—to get across if the bridge is bl own,
Lon t hought, nodding in nminor satisfaction. They'll have to go ten mles upstreamto find a slope
gentl e enough to get floaters down and back up. For a tine, at least, the battalion wuld have to
face only whatever opposition mght already be north of the river

Most of the area on that side was forested. Fromthe views he could find through his mapboard, Lon
saw that there were no nore than half a dozen farms there, and a small cluster of buildings near
the base that might be the |local equival ent of Cano Town—bars and so forth to service the
garrison.

The clearing where the battalion's attack shuttles would set down was the only one of any

si ze—except for the runway inside the base. It's a wonder we don't set down right there, Lon
thought. Right in the mddle. Establish our perimeter and just push themout or run themover. It
was not, Lon realized with little nore thought, really a good idea. No comrander |ikes the idea of
bei ng surrounded, and starting out that way, in the center of an eneny base, would be right only
under very restricted circunstances.

Lon had plenty of time to study the charts, cranking the mapboard to its naxi mum nmagnification
goi ng over the ground where the battalion would | and and the routes
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to the air base alnmbst yard by yard. He made prelimnary plans for the deploynment of his
men—subj ect to the vagaries of whatever opposition they nmet. For an infantryman, the terrain was
much | ess intimdating than the open savanna around Hope. North of Port Orca the ground was
rolling and forested, with plenty of cover once they got away fromthat one large clearing. // we
move fast, we could be on them before they know we're coming. |f they're not expecting trouble, we
m ght be able to roll them over before they can get their rifles fromthe arnory. Assuning they
were stored the way they might be in garrison, under |ock and key, unloaded. There m ght be no
nmore than a dozen nen on guard duty with [ oaded rifles, a few officers with pistols.

Maybe, but don't count on it, Lon rem nded hinmself. They know they're at war.

The journey was nore than half over before Lon glanced at one of the bul khead nonitors show ng the
terrain below the shuttles. They were over the ocean, in the dark, only highlights showi ng up even
with infrared. Lon | ooked around the conpartnent then. Few of his nmen were watching the nonitors.
/ don't know if that's good or bad, he thought. He hadn't noticed any particul ar signs of poor
nmoral e before | eaving. No one had seenmed quite as "up" as they had been at the start of the
contract, but that was normal. They had been through a iot.

Coastline. Waves breaki ng agai nst the shore. Lon received a warning fromthe pilot, then rel ayed
the news to the men with him "W're three mnutes out," Lon said. "Lock and load. Let's do this
by the nunbers, as quickly as we can."

The nmonitors showed the scene directly in front of the shuttles now There was little sky visible.
The shuttles were conming in belowthe crest of the bluffs overlooking the sea. Lon felt his
stomach lurch when the | ander clinbed sharply to get over the bluffs. The view of sea and rock
changed abruptly to a forest of green flashing by far too rapidly—vastly inflating the feeling of
speed.
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Lon closed his eyes for an instant, and did not | ook directly at the nonitor when he opened them
agai n.

The shuttle's crew chief provided a countdown of the last sixty seconds before |anding. Lon w shed
hi s non-cons a routine "Good | uck."

Then the shuttle was on the ground, skidding to a quick stop with its engines at full reverse,
shaking the craft so nuch that Lon felt his cheeks vibrating. He did not hear the explosions he
assuned were taking out the bridge to Port Orca, but any blast would have to be al most on top of
the shuttle to be heard over the engi ne and other noises of | anding.

Lon sl apped the release on his safety harness as soon as he had rebounded fromthe last |urch
against it as the shuttle ground to a halt. "Up and out!" he called on the all-hands channel, the
way he had often enough as platoon | eader. "W've got a perineter to establish.”

Even with so many nen mssing fromthe conpany's ranks, this deployment went as snoothly as a
drill. It was a task they practiced often, getting out of the box and into position to defend
thensel ves. "The box" could be a deadly place to get caught, with nen unable to do anything to
defend t hensel ves or escape if the | ander was hit.

Ni nety seconds after Lon released his safety harness, Al pha Conpany's section of the perineter was
conpl ete, the nmen facing out, lying on the ground, weapons protruding, |eaving roomfor the
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shuttles to nake their hasty exit. The crews of the landers wanted to get to safety as quickly as
they could, out of the reach first of eneny surface-to-air nissiles and away fromany fighters
that m ght come hunting them

"Hold fast while the shuttles take off," Lon rem nded his nen. Like nmany of them he |lowered his
head until his faceplate was in the din as the sound of so many shuttle jets revved up to nmaxi mum
and they took of f. Not one of them had been on the ground for three full ninutes.

Not hi ng about eneny fighters coming in, Lon -thought as the din faded. That neans they should be
abl e to make
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their pass at the buildings on the base before they burn for orbit.

Spreadi ng confusion woul d be al nost as nmuch help as the destruction and casualties the rockets

nm ght create. The order cane through to get the battalion up and noving.

Al pha and Bravo noved on the left flank. The other two compani es were on the right, two hundred
yards away. Wthin the colums the conpani es nmoved in well-di spersed fashion, nen four abreast.
Skirm sh lines would not be formed until they reached the air base or cane under fire. The pace
was rapid at the start. The | eading el enents of Al pha were only eight hundred yards fromthe air
base's perineter fence when they started.

The expl osi ons, ahead and to the right, started before the battalion had fully formed for the
short march. Pillars of flame and illum nated snoke were visible through and above the trees. At

| east two buil dings continued to burn, adding a flickering illunmination to the night.

Lon noved at the side of his conpany, watching his nmen as nuch as he watched the forest off to the
side, occasionally talking to a platoon sergeant or squad | eader. A squad from second pl atoon was
alerted to nove ahead as scouts, to cut holes in the base's perineter fence if it was undefended,
and the fence could not be closely defended unless there were far nore troops present than they
had been led to believe. "Probably no nore than sentries every fifty or a hundred yards, if that,"
Lon told the squad | eader. "But don't take that for granted.”

Cut through the perimeter if it's not tightly defended. Cut |oose platoons to roll over any sentry
posts while nost of the battalion tackles the barracks and whatever defense they manage. Destroy
any aircraft on the ground, and as much of the support facilities as possible. Colonel Black's
directions had been brief if somewhat vague. Each platoon carried a few extra charges of

expl osives for the destruction of eneny assets.

For Lon, the first few m nutes were the worst. Then his tension eased instead of increasing. He
felt, if not rel axed,
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at least confortably in comrand of hinself. He even noticed the snmells of the forest, something
quite famliar, like the pine forests of the Geat Snoky Muntains near his childhood hone, a
resi nous fragrance in the danp. Danp. And cool. The tenperature was just under sixty degrees, a
decided relief after the tropical savanna.

"Send your scouts out and sl ow the advance to give thema chance," Col onel Black instructed by
radi o. "There's no sign of any significant force along the base's perineter. A couple of guard
towers in our path. One directly in front of you. Have your scouts take that out if they can get
toit."

Lon acknow edged the orders. "Send a man with a rocket |auncher along with the scouts,"” he told
Jeb Rogers. "Let's get that tower fast."”

Except for the scouts, the battalion took a four-mnute rest, nen dropping to the ground behind

t he nearest cover, waiting al nost notionless. Keyed up. Ready for action.

Four minutes. Lon started his nen forward again. They nmoved nore slowy, segueing into skirmsh
lines. Lon shifted into his own proper position behind third and fourth pl atoons, near the center
of the formati on now that he had the entire conpany. Three squads up front, one behind. That was
the formation for each platoon except die one that had the scouts out. They were two and one.

Lon heard the explosion of the rocket in front of his conpany, then the quick report fromthe
squad | eader that the tower was down and the fence was being cut to drop a fifty-yard-w de
section. "We're using little booners to drop the fence posts," the corporal said.

Three minutes later, all of Alpha was at the fence line, inside the base. Bravo sent two pl atoons
to the left to chase any sentries or guard posts along the way, and the other two pl atoons noved
straight across toward the far side of the base, ready to string its own sentries along that |ine,
cutting the base in half.

The forest ended fifty yards outside the fence line. Lon noted mat the | ocals had not cut down the
cover far enough. They had never namde contingency plans for a
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ground attack against the base. |If they had, there would have been at |east three hundred yards of
ground cl eared around it.

There were no trees inside the fence line. It was an air base. There was only one paved
runway—Al dri ni an shuttles and fighters had wheels rather than skids—with two parallel taxiways.
The buildings were all at the south end of the base, along the sides of the conpound, hangars and
mai nt enance sheds to the south, barracks and offices on the north.

"Ckay, Nolan, start bringing your people west, angle about thirty degrees to the left, toward the
hangars," Col onel Black ordered. "W're just starting to hit opposition."

Lon could hear rifle fire in the direction of the barracks and offices. "W're on our way,

Col onel ," he said.

As soon as the skirmish lines could be turned, the conpany started al ong the new headi ng, across
ground that was flat and offered no cover. Hell of a place to get caught in a firefight, Lon

t hought before they had covered fifty yards. Not even a tall blade of grass to hide behind.

Al pha Conpany noved at a slow jog. No one needed to be told to hurry. Their goal was the cluster
of hangars and nai nt enance sheds another three hundred yards away. One of those buil di ngs was
snoking froma rocket hit, but fromthis distance Lon saw no sign that any of the other buildings
in the group had even been hit.

He could see nmuzzle flashes at the other corner of the base, rifles flickering on full autonmatic,
and he could hear the gunfire. "Keep low," he warned on his all-hands channel. "Sonme of that stuff
is liable to reach us.” They would be noving into the angle of fire fromCharlie and Delta
Conpani es before they reached their own target.

The skirmish line was within two hundred yards of the nearest hangar when Lon noticed a few
scattered nmuzzle flashes coming fromjust in front of it. A single squad, if that, he realized

al rost faster than his mnd could reason through the data. "Take themunder fire but keep going,"
he ordered. "Not nore than a handful, probably mechan-
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ics who couldn't hit the broad side of one of those hangars fromthe inside."

As soon as Al pha started to return fire, the shooting fromthe hangar stopped. Lon saw a couple of
figures start to run, but neither got very far

"Jeb, take your platoons around to the left. W' Ill go the other way. I want a quick | ook inside
each building before we start planting the charges.™

"I always did like blowi ng things up," Rogers replied.

Lon was within fifty yards of the first hangar when gunfire started conming frominside it, through

the open aircraft door in the center of the near wall. This was nore than just a handful of nen,
and they were close enough that even nechanics could not avoid hitting sone of the available
targets.

Suckered! Lon thought as he dove to the ground. "Put a couple of rockets in there. See if
there's anything flanmable left,” he told Wil Jorgen. "Jeb, get your nen down. W're going to

bl ow this sucker now. " First and second pl atoons were novi ng around behind the building. They had
to be war ned.

It took only a few seconds for nen with rocket |aunchers to set up and do their work. Lon watched
the rocket trails head inside, saw the blast of their warheads ... and then the subsequent
eruption of a fuel tank blew the hangar apart.

Fl ame and debris rained dowmn on Al pha Conpany. All anyone could do was lie fiat, pulled in as
tight as possible, and hope that nothing large or particularly hot hit. There were casualti es,

but +uckily—no fatalities in the conpany. The sanme could not be said for however many nmen had been
inside. Little would ever be found of them certainly not enough for a definitive body count.
"Jeb, how much of that crap hit you?" Lon asked as soon as he had a chance to think of anything
but what he could see.

"Too much, but | think we're okay. I'll let you know as soon as we can check our wounded."
"Move out farther. We'l| take out the rest of these
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buil dings the sane way. Get it done fast." The hell with | ooking inside, he thought. It's not
worth risking lives for.

"Suits ne."

The series of explosions seened to have an effect on the fighting in the other corner of the base.
Each blast nuffled the distant rifle fire, but after the | ast explosion waned, the gunfire slacked
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off as well. The renmining menbers of the base's garrison had surrendered.

It took three nore days for the government of Aldrin West to ask for a truce and agree to binding
talks with East, but the fighting was over for 2nd Battalion. No effort was nade by the Wsters to
retake the air base at Port Orca. The early negotiations were not easy. A full nonth passed before
they had progressed far enough for the comanders of the two Dirigenter reginents to decide that
12t h Regi nent could maintain the truce alone. Seventh Reginment had arrived first and faced the
eneny longer. It would go hone. A few Shrikes were left fromthe contingent that had acconpanied
7th. They transferred to the fighter carrier that had come with the reinforcenents.

There was a parade across Dirigent City fromthe civilian spaceport to the Corps' nmin base. It
was pure chance that Lon was | ooking out the wi ndow on the proper side of the bus when it turned
to go through the main gate. The shock of red hair caught his attention. At first he could not
believe his eyes, certain that he nmust only have inmagi ned that Sara Pine was standing by the gate,
| ooki ng anxi ously at each bus that passed her. Then she saw himin the w ndow and junped up and
down, wavi ng both arms.

Lon's reaction was totally inproper, perhaps unprecedented in the annals of the DMC. He junped to
his feet and shouted, "Stop the bus!" The driver, no doubt startled half out of his wits by the
outburst, hit the brake before he had a chance to think what he was doing or why. As Lon started
toward the exit, he turned to Lead
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Sergeant JimZiegler. "I'lIl be along as fast as | can. Get the nen settled in."

Ziegler had tinme to do no nore than nod, puzzl enent obvious on his face. He did, however, see Sara
Pine throw herself into Lon's arms outside the bus before the driver started the vehicle forward
agai n.

Lon hardly noticed the cheer that went up fromthe nmen on the bus. H's nen.

"I just got here yesterday," Sara said as soon as there was tine for coherent words. They had
nmoved i nside the gate, but no farther. "1 came as soon as | found out your reginent was on its way
hore. "

"W can get narried as soon as we set things up," Lon said. "They finally got all the red tape
tied up."

"Daddy can have everything ready in tw days," Sara said.

It was a small weddi ng, even for Basconbe East. Although quite a few residents of the village were
present, Lon was represented by only a handful of people. Phip and Dean were there, as were Janno
and his wife. Captain Olis cane, though he was still not back on duty status, using a cane to
help himwal k on his new | eg. The wedding was in the village's only church. The reception was in
the pub, but spilled out along the sidewal k and into the street. That did not matter. There was
not enough traffic to make it hazardous.

"Thanks for coming, Captain," Lon told Orlis when they finally had a chance to talk alone for a

m nute, an hour or nore into the reception. "It nmeans a lot to ne."

Matt Orlis shrugged. "I wouldn't have missed it for anything. Colonel Black asked ne to offer his
regrets. He wanted to cone but couldn't. He asked ne to deliver a wedding present."

"A present?" Lon asked.

Olis nodded. "It's not really a wedding present. That just makes a good excuse. The real reasons
can wait unti
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|ater." He reached out to the side, and Phip Steesen handed hima small box.

"The next time you appear in uniform you' d best have these on," Olis said, opening the box to
display a pair of dress insignia—a captain's pips. "You' ve earned themat full rate."
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